
    [image: cover image]

  
    Here Comes the First Day

    a She-Ra and the Princesses of Power fan fiction
by Amy “Zozo” Grace

    

    Originally published on Archive of Our Own
between May 2020 and November 2022.

    EPUB edition released September 2026.

    

    She-Ra and associated characters are owned by Mattel, Inc.
She-Ra and the Princesses of Power is copyright © 2020 DreamWorks Animation LLC.
This work is licensed under Creative Commons BY-NC-SA 4.0.

  
    
      Table of Contents

      
        	
          prelude
          	in the hearts of kings


        

        	
          book one
          
            	the lights of little towns

            	things that we play at are not us

            	the velocity of love

            	can’t trust the weather to bring us together

            	hard as rocks and nails underneath

            	how strange it is to be anything at all

            	
              come on, let’s get complicated
              
                	chapter 1: do brave deeds, and do endure

                	chapter 2: you won’t get used to it (but you will live through it)

                	chapter 3: it feels like magic ’cause you can’t control it

                	chapter 4: kissing as if you had only one minute to live

              

            

          

        

        	
          book two
          
            	
              hell is full of faithless hearts
              
                	chapter 1: at your grave i shall be

                	chapter 2: your secrets, your real name

              

            

            	all i need is a ladder (i want to touch your sky)

            	there’ll never be enough of us

            	interlude: some day we’ll both wake up for good

            	the ones you light your fires to keep away

            	all my wishes one day will be true

            	
              a land of holidays
              
                	prologue: une histoire écorchée

                	chapter 1: an era of pure sleep

                	chapter 2: a space that could shipwreck your heart

                	chapter 3: a scrap of life

                	epilogue: (and every day will be) a party

              

            

          

        

        	
          book three
          
            	i am in love with you, it is my only grace

            	
              the longest wavelength
              
                	chapter 1: i wanted you to kiss me…

                	chapter 2: …when we find some time alone…

                	chapter 3: …and then we can do anything we want

              

            

            	life don’t get stranger than this

            	use our eyes, throw our hands overboard

            	help is just around the corner (for us)

            	and all that we’ve been through

          

        

        	
          coda
          
            	(as close as) how close i wanna get

            	the pain pays our dues

            	pale green things

          

        

        	
          endnotes
          
            	Song lyrics

            	Acknowledgements

          

        

      

    
    
      
        	Cover

        	Start Reading

        	Title Page

        	Table of Contents

        	Acknowledgments

      

    
  
    
      All the living are dead, and the dead are all living

         The war is over, and we are beginning…

      — Stars, “In Our Bedroom After the War”

    

  
    prelude
in the hearts of kings

    Eventually Bow and Glimmer slip away, blushing and giggling, and Catra is reminded of the way some cadets thought they were “sneaking off” together back in the Horde. She doesn’t mind having Adora’s friends around—which is more affection than she ever imagined feeling for those two—but she also doesn’t mind having time alone with Adora.
They hold each other for a while as the magic of Etheria swirls around them, its limitless potential finally unleashed and healing the damage done by the Horde. Adora smells like sweat and ash and spent adrenaline, and Catra buries her face in it, basking in Adora’s presence, basking in the freedom to finally belong to each other.
Adora presses a warm kiss to her temple. “Hey,” she says softly. “I need to go talk to—to Entrapta. And Hordak.” Catra’s eyes narrow at Hordak’s name, and Adora nods in acknowledgment, brushing a lock of hair from Catra’s forehead and kissing the spot where it had been. “You don’t have to come,” she says, “it’ll just take a minute.”
“Right,” says Catra. “Yeah. I don’t want to go. I kind of just… never want to think about Hordak again, honestly.” The corners of Adora’s mouth lift a little at that. “But you go. Come find me after.”
The look on Adora’s face is so—so transparent, so earnest and full of love that it almost blinds Catra with its intensity. “Always,” she whispers, and gives Catra another kiss on the lips. Then she smiles and walks away, already starting to glow.

    

    Entrapta has begun rounding up the disconnected Horde clones left behind on Etheria. Very few have any will to fight; most are somewhere between shaken and traumatized by the loss of their hive mind connection, and it only takes a few gentle words from Entrapta or Wrong Hordak to get them moving towards a central location.
“I don’t know what to do about them yet,” Entrapta tells She-Ra. “I don’t even know if they can survive for long without the hive mind. Wrong Hordak got unplugged when he was still pretty much a blank slate—these ones had all their conditioning locked in. But I don’t think… I don’t think they’re dangerous anymore. Not without him.”
She-Ra looks out over the huddled masses of clones. They used to seem like an implacable force of nature, beyond even ideas of good and evil—the concept of destruction itself given form. Now, though, she struggles to feel anything except pity. Some of the clones are pacing, wringing their hands; others are catatonic; others still are weeping in various states of collapse. More victims of Prime, she thinks, a pang of sadness in her stomach.
Out loud, she says, “Thank you, Entrapta. I really appreciate you doing this.” Entrapta beams. “One more thing, though: I need to talk to Hordak.”
Entrapta nods. “I thought you might. He’s resting over there.” She points to a small area enclosed by temporary dividers, something a little less than a tent. “You’re not…” Her voice trembles and her pigtails twist themselves awkwardly. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”
She-Ra shakes her head, thoughts of “Hordak” and “rest” jarring in the same context. “Not unless he tries to hurt me. I just want to talk.”
“He won’t,” Entrapta says quickly. “Try to hurt you, I mean.”
“Good,” says She-Ra.

    

    Entrapta had showed him to this tiny, barely-private alcove and instructed him to rest, ignoring his protests. The thought of reclining on the alcove’s only furniture, a simple camping cot, was unacceptable, but his legs were feeling ever weaker, and the alternative—collapsing entirely—was worse. Finally, he had reached a compromise between his exhaustion and his dignity and sat down reluctantly on the edge of the cot, unsure what else would satisfy Entrapta’s requirement of “rest.”
Then, from around the divider, a voice. A familiar voice. She-Ra’s voice. “Hordak,” she calls, and in that voice alone he can hear that her power has become greater than ever before. Perhaps, he thinks, she is here to strike him down. Given his current state—and hers, for that matter—he can mount no defence. Horde Prime is gone. Entrapta is safe. All of his ambitions have come to naught. Perhaps it is time.
She-Ra steps into view, tall and shining, sword at her side. Hordak looks up at her. If she has brought him death, he will not turn away from it. He will, at least, keep that final dignity for himself.
But she doesn’t lift the sword to strike, she only—regards him. They stare at each other for a long moment. He cannot even imagine what she is thinking. And when she finally speaks again, what she says is so unexpected it takes him a moment to understand that it’s a question.
“What do you remember?” she asks.
He looks away from her, furrows his brow in thought. There’s no point in anything but an honest answer.
“I was in the Fright Zone, fighting Catra and the Queen of Bright Moon. Then I was on Horde Prime’s ship. Prime… rejected me, attempted to recondition me. He succeeded, for a time. Then I remembered who I was—I tried to kill him, I thought I had killed him—” He stops, then shakes his head. “The next thing I remember is… you, on the cliff.”
She-Ra’s expression doesn’t change, but she seems to be listening. When he finishes, she’s quiet for a moment, then nods slowly.
“You probably figured this out, but Horde Prime took over your body. When I got rid of him, I guess… I brought you back.”
This is more or less what Hordak had assumed. “So,” he says, sensing the direction of the conversation, “what are you going to do with me?” He looks up and sees her jaw clench, then relax. She cocks her head at him and for an instant he can see the insolent teenage Force Captain inside the ancient mystical warrior. Then that glimpse of Adora is gone, and only She-Ra remains.
“I’m not sure,” she says. “What do you want, Hordak?”
He must not have heard her correctly. “What do… I want?”
“Yeah. If you could choose what happens to you next. What would you choose?”
Stunned, Hordak looks away. It’s a difficult idea to form. Choice? A future…?
He’s even more shocked to hear She-Ra chuckle. “Yeah, I know,” she says, in a casual tone he’s never heard from her before. “It’s a tough one.”
“What do I want,” Hordak repeats.
“And don’t say ‘to conquer Etheria.’”
He glances up and she’s smirking at him. The situation is so bizarre, he’s rapidly losing any sense of footing, and another honest answer escapes him before he can stop it. “I have… lost my appetite for conquest.”
She-Ra finally seems to be the one who’s shocked, and Hordak wonders if he can throw her even further off balance with more honesty. “What I ‘want,’” he continues, “what I would ‘choose’…” The answer, now that he has it, seems as obvious and inevitable as gravity. “I would choose to be at Entrapta’s side. Assisting her. If she still requires a… lab partner.”
He looks at She-Ra again. It appears he’s succeeded at surprising her: her eyes are wide and her lips are slightly parted; it feels like she’s looking into him, not at him. Hordak realizes he has no idea what’s about to happen.
Then she crouches down so they’re eye-to-eye. Hordak’s dignity bristles at her posture, but he hides it, still waiting to see what she’ll do.
“Etheria’s magic is free now,” she says softly. “Free from the First Ones, from you, from Horde Prime. It belongs to the people, the way it always should have. If you try to be a warlord again, it will be over before it starts, do you understand? Do you believe me?”
“Yes.” And he truly does. Perhaps She-Ra was only a nuisance at first, but now, fully come into her power and backed by the unmitigated force of Etheria’s ancient natural magic—she could annihilate him with a fraction of that, and he sees in her fiery blue eyes that she wouldn’t hesitate.
She-Ra stands to her full towering height. “Okay, Hordak,” she says with finality. “Officially, you’ll be remanded into Entrapta’s custody, and what she does with you at that point is up to her.” She smirks again. “But consider yourself on an extremely tenuous, permanent probation.”
Is this… mercy? Madness? Hordak’s head is spinning. He wants Entrapta to explain to him what’s happening, wants her to organize this overwhelming new situation into something manageable, the way only she can do—and then he realizes he can, he can ask her to explain, and she almost certainly will, and—
—he has a future. She-Ra has… given him a future. And now she’s turning to walk between the dividers and out of the alcove. His sense of reality completely shattered, Hordak can’t help himself: “Why?” he blurts out at her gleaming back.
She turns to look at him one last time, more emotions swirling on her face than he could ever hope to understand. But he can tell she’s thinking about someone else, not about him at all.
“There’s been enough death,” says the She-Ra, power crackling in her words. “It’s time for new life.”
And she walks away.

  
    the lights of little towns

    It’s been almost a week since the defeat of Horde Prime, but tonight is the first chance the Princess Alliance has had to celebrate amongst themselves: a smaller, quieter affair than the massive victory parades that have been taking place all over Etheria.
As the evening winds down, Entrapta and Wrong Hordak are the first to leave—Hordak stayed behind in Dryl, to everyone’s relief (including his own)—followed shortly by Frosta, trying and failing to pretend not to be sleepy. Then Mermista says her goodbyes, a tipsy Sea Hawk slung over her shoulder, and it’s down to Adora and Catra, Bow and Glimmer, and Scorpia and Perfuma.
“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Scorpia says, “but I’m not tired yet.”
“Us neither,” says Glimmer, snuggling on a couch with Bow. “We could play a game or something?”
Everyone turns to look at Perfuma as she immediately starts giggling.
“What’s so funny?” asks Bow.
“I think it might be some of that ‘special herb’ she brought,” Scorpia says with an indulgent smile.
Perfuma giggles even harder. “No, silly! I just—I thought of a game, is all. Six people is enough to play.”
“Sure,” says Adora. “What’s the game?”
Perfuma looks at each of them in turn, apparently building suspense—but when she finally answers “Spin the Bottle!”, nobody really reacts.
“Have you never heard of Spin the Bottle?” asks Perfuma, looking slightly shocked.
“Uh, no?” says Catra. “Half of us here grew up in the Horde, remember? The only games me and Adora and Scorpia played involved training to fight princesses.”
Perfuma shrugs, conceding the point, then turns to Bow and Glimmer, eyebrows raised. They just shrug back at her, and she makes an exasperated little noise. “Okay, well, at least it’s easy to explain. We all sit in a circle, with an empty bottle in the middle. When it’s your turn, you spin the bottle, and whoever the bottle ends up pointing to, that’s who you kiss!”
The idea moves through the room like a breeze through trees, everyone intrigued by the idea but waiting to gauge each other’s reactions before committing.
“K-kiss?” stammers Scorpia, looking everywhere except at Catra.
“I mean, you don’t have to kiss them, you can skip the kiss if you really want to, but you have to skip your whole turn. And obviously everything’s more fun with kissing,” Perfuma finishes. No one can argue with that part.
Adora turns to Catra, her voice low. “Are you okay with this? If we… kiss other people, for fun?”
Catra nuzzles her, a serene smile on her face. “It’s kind of weird how okay I am with it, honestly. As long as you are. Kissing is fun, and—I know who I’m falling asleep next to tonight, you know what I mean?”
Adora blushes fiercely and kisses her hard on the mouth. “Hey!” says Perfuma. “We haven’t started yet!” Catra pulls away from Adora and sticks her tongue out at the flower princess, who gives Catra a saucy wink.
On the couch, Bow whispers something in Glimmer’s ear. She lights up with laughter and goes to tickle his ribs as he twists away from her, grinning. “We, uh, eep!” Bow says as he fails to dodge her fingers, “we’re cool to play if you guys are. Ahh! Stop it!”
“Scorpia?” Perfuma asks. “You’ve been quiet. How do you feel about playing?”
“Playing, uh, the kissing game?” Scorpia says. “It sounds fun, totally, I just, um. It’s not a big deal! It’s not a big deal, I’ve just… never-kissed-anyone-before.” She trails off in a mumble, ducking her head and rubbing the back of her neck with her claw.
“Oh!” says Perfuma. “Oh, that’s okay. Come here for a second.” Scorpia obeys, timidly stepping over to her. Perfuma reaches up to cup Scorpia’s cheek with one hand, and Scorpia instantly closes her eyes and leans into the contact. Perfuma stands up on her tiptoes and very gently presses her lips to Scorpia’s with a soft hum of contentment.
“Wow,” whispers Scorpia when Perfuma finally breaks away. “Wow. Okay, uh… problem solved!”
She looks around at her friends’ reactions. Bow and Glimmer are clinging to each other with identical stars in their eyes, looking like they’re about to die from a cuteness overdose. Adora has a huge sappy grin on her face, and Catra smirks as she says, “Hey! I thought we hadn’t started yet!”
Perfuma laughs and rolls her eyes. “Fine! Everybody sit down in a circle, then!” She grabs an empty wine bottle from a table and sets it on its side on the floor as everyone gathers in the middle of the room.
“Okay,” Perfuma says when they’re all settled. “Adora, you go first.”
“Me?” says Adora. “Why?”
Perfuma smiles innocently. “She-Ra always goes first in Spin the Bottle. It’s part of the rules.”
“Uh-huh.” Adora rolls her eyes fondly and takes hold of the bottle. She spins it hard, but it decelerates rapidly on the carpet, and quickly comes to rest pointing at…
Glimmer.
“Oh,” says Glimmer, a blush creeping up her cheeks. “That’s me.” Adora doesn’t say anything.
Perfuma nudges Adora in the side. “Now you kiss her.”
Adora nods, and moves towards the centre of the circle as Glimmer shifts to do the same. They meet face-to-face in the middle.
“Hi,” says Glimmer.
“Hi,” says Adora, her eyes flicking down to Glimmer’s lips.
Before too much more tension can build, Glimmer closes the gap between them and fastens her mouth firmly to Adora’s. One of Adora’s hands comes up, almost of its own volition, to cup the back of Glimmer’s head, fingers running through her soft pink and purple hair. Glimmer clutches at Adora’s biceps briefly before they part, smiling at each other.
“Nice,” says Adora, because she feels like she needs to say something.
“Y-yeah,” manages Catra, who’s sitting between Adora and Glimmer and had a front-row seat to the kiss. “Good work, you t-two.” Adora returns to her spot and looks at her partner, who’s blushing harder than Adora has ever seen.
“You guyssss!” Bow throws his arms around Glimmer. “That was so sweet!” Glimmer looks at him, a little surprised at his enthusiasm, but he just kisses her on the tip of her nose. “I love you both so much,” he says, looking between Glimmer and Adora. “That was awesome.”
“Less feelings, more kissing!” shouts Catra, grabbing the bottle and giving it a spin. It lands on Perfuma.
“Oh!” exclaims Perfuma. “Well, Catra?”
Catra is suddenly excruciatingly aware of every single freckle on Perfuma’s face. She glances for an instant at Scorpia, whose expression is intent but unreadable, then back to Perfuma, who gives Catra one of her gentlest smiles. “Only if you want to,” she reminds her.
“Hey, no, I want to!” protests Catra, her competitive spirit piqued.
“Then get over there,” says Adora, giving her girlfriend a playful shove towards Perfuma. “You’re holding up the game.”
Catra feels a weird stab of stage fright, then Perfuma is suddenly right there, her hand gently holding Catra’s chin, and then she’s kissing Catra, and it’s so different from Adora, she feels and smells and tastes so different, and Catra’s still thinking of Adora when Perfuma pulls away from the kiss.
Perfuma hums happily and sits back, bumping Adora’s shoulder with her own. “Lucky you,” she says slyly, watching the colour rise in Adora’s cheeks. Catra mumbles something into Adora’s opposite shoulder.
The next spin is Glimmer’s, and this time the bottle points to Scorpia, who smiles only a little nervously. Catra sits up very straight—next to her, Adora stifles a laugh—and Perfuma openly positions herself for a better look.
“What do you say, Scorpia?” asks Glimmer with a flirty smile. “Wanna?”
Scorpia nods, and Glimmer takes her gently by the shoulders, leaning up for a kiss just a little too wet to be called “chaste.” Scorpia’s eyes are wide when they part; Perfuma gives her an encouraging smile and a salacious eyebrow raise. Glimmer snuggles happily back next to Bow. “Your turn,” she tells him. “Spin good.”
“I’ll try,” he chuckles, but when he spins, it lands on Adora. Their eyes meet over the bottle and there’s a moment of pause—then they both burst out laughing.
Bow holds out a fist. “Skip?” he says.
Adora bumps it. “Skip,” she says.
Glimmer lets out a disappointed little “hmph.”
It takes Scorpia a couple of tries to get the bottle spinning with her claws, and when she does, it ends up coming back around to herself. “Do I spin again?” she asks Perfuma.
Without breaking eye contact, Perfuma nudges the bottle with her foot. “Oh look!” she says, still meeting Scorpia’s eyes. “It’s pointing at me.”
“Oh,” says Scorpia. “Huh. How about th—” Perfuma throws her arms around Scorpia’s neck and kisses her like they’ve been separated for months. Across the circle, Glimmer wolf-whistles.
Twenty or thirty seconds later, Bow clears his throat. “Um… Perfuma? Scorpia? Are we still playing, or…?” The kissing princesses part reluctantly, mumbling blatantly insincere apologies, and sit back down, Perfuma’s hand in Scorpia’s claw.
Perfuma spins the bottle with her free hand, and when it comes to rest pointing at Bow, everyone turns to look at Glimmer.
“Wh—what? Why is everyone looking at me?” Glimmer looks at Perfuma, at the bottle, at Bow, then realizes: “Oh, come on! Is this about Princess Prom? That was like three years ago!”
“We’re just thinking about your feelings, Glimmer,” says Bow.
“Oh my gosh,” Glimmer groans, “my feelings are fine. I didn’t even know how I felt about you back then, Bow. Or how you felt about me. Things are different now, okay? I’m not jealous anymore. I know I don’t have to be.”
Bow doesn’t quite relax. “Are you sure?”
“Augh!” Glimmer throws her hands in the air and vanishes in a puff of violet sparkles, reappearing instantly on the other side of the circle. “Hey, Perfuma,” she says in the sultriest voice anyone has ever heard her use—Adora actually gasps—then she winds her fingers through the flower princess’s hair and kisses her deeply.
Glimmer teleports back to Bow’s side, leaving Perfuma gasping. “Now do you believe me?” she asks him, chin jutting out and a smudge of Perfuma’s lipstick at the corner of her mouth.
Bow holds his hands up in surrender. “Fine! Fine! I’ll, uh—I’ll kiss Perfuma.” He shakes his head as he moves across the circle. “Never thought we’d have an argument about that….”
Perfuma, meanwhile, has managed to compose herself after Glimmer’s little surprise. She smiles warmly at Bow, and they share a sweet, friendly kiss before sitting back down.
Scorpia nudges Bow in the ribs. “See? Was that so hard?” she teases, and Glimmer giggles. Bow just sighs.
“Ooh,” Catra says. “Adora’s turn again. Let’s see who gets to smooch the mighty She-Ra next.”
“Stop it!” Adora protests, but it loses some impact as she giggles. “‘The mighty She-Ra,’” she mutters as she gives the bottle a spin.
It lands pointing at Scorpia. Glimmer and Perfuma make the same approving sound, cracking each other up. Catra sits very, very still. Adora gives her a questioning glance, but Catra smiles weakly with a tiny, tiny shrug. “Go for it,” she says, softly but sincerely. “Lucky Scorpia.”
They end up kneeling facing each other in the middle of the circle, Perfuma and Glimmer both shamelessly craning their necks for a better view.
Scorpia carefully brushes back a strand of Adora’s blonde hair. “I, uh, did not see this coming when I woke up this morning.”
“Me neither,” Adora says with a smile. “C’mere.”
It’s hard to believe this is only her fourth kiss, Adora thinks, trying not to melt too obviously into Scorpia’s broad arms. Scorpia even nips a little at Adora’s lower lip as they part, making Adora’s stomach flip over pleasantly. Wow, she thinks. Huh. Scorpia.
Adora returns to her place at the edge of the circle just as Catra does, Catra having apparently risen while Adora and Scorpia were kissing to refill her wine glass. She lifts it to Adora in a silent toast; there’s no pain in her expression, but she’s clearly deep in thought. Adora pecks her on the cheek, steals a sip of her wine, and lets her be.
Catra spins next and gets Bow, whose eyes go wide. When she doesn’t immediately offer to skip, they get even wider, and by the time she starts stalking across the circle on hands and knees towards him, they’re as big as saucers.
“Um… Catra?” says Bow in a small voice. She only smiles wickedly at him as she gets even closer—then suddenly she lunges forward and smashes her lips so hard into his forehead that he falls back on his butt. Glimmer cackles.
“Gotcha,” Catra says, and if it’s possible to strut while crawling a distance of about five feet, that’s exactly what she does.
For Glimmer’s turn, the bottle picks Bow, to a chorus of “Awwww!” from the rest of the circle. Then Bow spins, and it lands on Glimmer. “Are they cheating?!” Catra heckles half-seriously.
They take a break before Scorpia’s next turn to refill their drinks, stretch their legs, and check in with each other.
“Is this still cool with you?” Adora asks Catra. “It’s fun and everything, but not if it’s going to make you sad.”
“It’s not—I’m not sad,” says Catra. “I’m having fun too. You really don’t have to worry. I’m just feeling… bittersweet, I guess. At worst.”
“About Scorpia?” Adora asks gently.
Catra nods, and frowns, and looks down at her feet. “I really treated her like shit.”
Adora just listens.
“She—she cared about me so much, Adora, and I was—” Catra takes a big gulp of her wine. “I was fucking awful to her.”
“Hey. Catra. Hey.” Adora gently tilts her girlfriend’s chin up. “She still cares about you. That—other stuff, it happened in the past. We’re working on a new future now, remember? All of us, together.”
“I know. I do. I do remember.” Catra’s shoulders slump, and she sighs. “Nobody said it was gonna be easy, huh.”
“No,” Adora agrees, kissing the top of her head. “No they did not.”
“Scorpia… if I have to kiss her, Adora, I think I’m going to cry.”
“Ohhhh,” sighs Adora. “Oh, Catra.” She pulls her into her arms. “I really don’t think she’d mind.”
Out on the balcony, Perfuma’s finishing more of her special herb while Scorpia stands just downwind, staring up at the stars.
“Gosh,” she says. “I’m still not used to seeing all these. They’re so beautiful.”
“So beautiful,” Perfuma echoes, and when Scorpia turns to her, she’s not looking at the stars. She’s looking at Scorpia.
Scorpia feels her ears heat up. “Uh… wow. Thank you. I mean, you helped me pick this outfit, so you should really take at least some of the credit for—oh!” Perfuma suddenly wraps her arms around Scorpia’s waist and hugs her tightly. Scorpia happily reciprocates.
“So,” Perfuma says after a minute snuggled against Scorpia’s warm chest, “what do you think of kissing?”
Scorpia grins and feels herself blushing again. “It’s a lot of fun. I never thought about putting kissing and parties together before. What a great combination!”
Perfuma laughs. “I know, right? I wanted to ask you something else too. About, um, about kissing.”
“Go ahead!” Scorpia says enthusiastically.
“Okay,” Perfuma starts slowly. “I wanted to ask if you… well, if you wanted to make kissing—kissing me, I mean… a regular thing.”
Scorpia blinks. “You mean like… after the party, you and I keep…”
“Kissing each other, yeah. Whenever we want.”
“Ohhh,” says Scorpia, understanding. “Like Bow and Glimmer, like Adora and C-Catra. You and me.”
“Yeah,” Perfuma smiles, taking one of Scorpia’s claws in her hand. “You and me.”
Scorpia seems almost stuck for a moment, then her face lights up brighter than Perfuma’s ever seen it. “Wow,” she breathes. “Yes. Absolutely yes. You and me. I would—that’s exactly what I want.”
Perfuma laughs loudly, delightedly, and throws herself into Scorpia’s arms again.
Inside, Bow tips the last of the sparkling wine into Glimmer’s glass and chuckles. “Did you seriously want to see me and Adora kiss?”
Glimmer cringes. “Okay, listen…”
“I mean, she’s—well, she’s obviously beautiful and everything, but she’s a lesbian! And I’ve honestly never looked at her that way. I’ve always… kind of been looking at you.”
Glimmer hands him her glass so she can use both hands to cover her face. “I know! I knowwwww. And don’t be so sweet when I’m this embarrassed, it’s not fair.”
She lowers her hands, and the look on her face is so adorably pitiful Bow can’t help but smooch her forehead. “Talk to me, you little weirdo.”
“Okay,” Glimmer says, and sighs. “You’re both hot. That’s literally it. All I could think about were your muscles, and her muscles, all sweaty and everything and… my brain just shut down. I don’t actually want you and Adora to make out, but also… it would be super hot to watch.”
“Wow,” Bow says, voice full of amusement and affection. “Wow. Queen Glimmer. That’s…” He laughs, and Glimmer feels herself fall in love all over again, even as she hopes Etheria will open up and swallow her whole. “That’s actually totally fair,” he finishes. “Adora and I are both extremely hot. Story checks out.”
“You—I—oh!” Glimmer sputters, snatching back her wine glass. “If you ever tell Adora…”
“Whoa, whoa, hey,” Bow raises his hands defensively, looking a little hurt. “Glimmer, I’m teasing you. I’m teasing you. I would never, ever tell Adora; this is—” He gestures between them. “This is you-and-me stuff. Just for us. I mean it.”
Glimmer immediately defuses. “I know. I know that. I’m sorry, Bow, of course I know that. I’m just embarrassed you found out. I feel so shallow!”
“Nah,” says Bow lightly. “You think that’s shallow? I spent a whole day last summer helping Sea Hawk stain the deck of his boat just because he was working with his shirt off.”
“Bow!” Glimmer laughs so suddenly she jumps a little. “Of course you did.”
The six of them reconvene around the bottle, the circle now more of a triangle as each couple scoots a little closer together.
“It’s Scorpia’s turn to spin,” Glimmer recalls, so Scorpia spins. It lands on Bow, who gives Scorpia a cheerful peck on the cheek that seems to genuinely delight her.
Perfuma’s next spin lands on Adora. “Shall we?” asks Perfuma, extending her hand.
As they draw closer together, Perfuma says under her breath, “Don’t suppose I could convince you to transform into She-Ra first?”
“Wait, what?!” says Adora.
“Nevermind!” Perfuma says, kissing Adora so quickly it lands closer to the corner of her mouth. She sits back, avoiding Adora’s eyes, while Catra—the only other person with ears sharp enough to hear what Perfuma said—collapses into hysterical laughter.
Perfuma clears her throat loudly and glares. “Spin the bottle, Catra.”
Catra’s hand hesitates over the bottle, just for an instant, and Adora can tell she’s thinking about Scorpia. She wants to rub Catra’s back, or ruffle her hair for reassurance, but that would show the others that Catra needs reassuring, and Adora knows Catra’s feeling vulnerable enough already. So she just shifts her weight a little until her forearm is pressed firmly against Catra’s. I’m right here.
Catra spins, and the bottle goes well past Scorpia—all the way to Glimmer.
“Oh finally,” blurts Adora, and both Glimmer and Catra’s heads snap around to glare at her. But Adora just sets her jaw stubbornly and lifts her eyebrows at them. “I said what I said.”
Catra rolls her eyes and turns to Glimmer, who’s looking Catra up and down like she’s never seen her before, lower lip caught between her teeth. Catra’s not sure what to do with the attention, or with the expression on Glimmer’s face, so she stares back, eyes roaming over the soft curves she obviously—obviously—knew that Glimmer had, she’s not blind, she just… never really let herself appreciate them like this before.
Glimmer’s not Adora, either, but checking her out is… not exactly painful.
“For the love of Etheria…” Adora mutters.
“You know what, Sparkles?” Catra purrs. “I think Adora wants to watch us.”
Glimmer catches on instantly, and glances at Adora from under her eyelashes. There’s a blush high on Adora’s cheeks, and her grey eyes are wide, their pupils enormous, flashing from Glimmer to Catra and back again. Out of the corner of her eye, Glimmer can see Bow almost suffocating with the effort not to laugh. Next to him, Perfuma and Scorpia are leaning against each other, watching with rapt interest like they’re at a performance.
Finally, she turns back to Catra, just in time to see her lick her lips for Adora’s benefit. Momentarily distracted by a sudden fluttering low in her stomach, Glimmer is genuinely surprised when Catra pounces on her, knocking her flat on her back, wiry feline thighs bracketing her hips, one strong hand pinning her wrists over her head.
Glimmer hears all the air rush out of Adora’s lungs and realizes she and Catra aren’t just teasing Adora for laughs—this is actually turning Adora on.
And okay, sure, maybe Glimmer had a crush on Adora when they first met. Not even a big one, just the kind of completely understandable crush you get when you meet someone who’s brave and strong and super, super pretty. It went away, or evolved into best-friendship, or maybe a bit of both—but that phase of their relationship was so brief, Glimmer never really got around to thinking about Adora… well, getting turned on.
Not until she had Adora’s girlfriend straddling her, anyway.
She looks over at Bow again, worried this might be too much, but he just flashes her an encouraging thumbs-up. She can’t see Perfuma or Scorpia—she can’t even really see Adora, but she can hear each breath of Adora’s getting more ragged than the last.
“Hey, Sparkles,” barks Catra, punctuating the nickname with a really unnecessary thrust of her pelvis, and Glimmer snaps her attention back to the woman above her.
Catra is… very, very close, her mismatched eyes and scruffy face fur filling Glimmer’s field of vision. She smells like wine and herself and a little like… oh no, Glimmer realizes, she smells a little bit of Adora on Catra too. But of course she would; why is that making her head spin?
“Catra,” she replies, and her voice is so much breathier than she meant it to sound. She rocks her hips up in response to Catra’s, and Adora and Catra gasp in unison. But Catra gets her composure back quickly and leans even closer.
“We gonna do this?” Catra asks quietly. Glimmer can feel Catra’s breath against her own lips. She’s almost completely immobilized, but she can’t think of anything clever enough to say back, so she plants her elbows and leverages her mouth right up into Catra’s.
Kissing Bow is always so sweet and loving, and the other kisses she’s had tonight have been fun and friendly—but kissing Catra feels like a competition, and it’s one Glimmer intends to win.
Her wrists are still firmly in Catra’s grasp, so Glimmer pushes up instead, away from her head, forcing Catra to extend her own arms and drop down against Glimmer, their chests flush together. Then Glimmer slips her tongue between Catra’s lips and moans, arching her back to take Catra’s weight when the other woman’s knees wobble—then she flips Catra onto her back, freeing her own wrists, and traps Catra in a leglock.
That last move turns out to be a grave miscalculation. Catra makes an amused sound deep in her throat and flexes her thigh muscles—the thigh trapped directly between Glimmer’s legs. Catra laughs hysterically as Glimmer practically leaps away, trying to get her breathing under control, trying to ignore the entire situation happening in her underwear right now—and that’s when she locks eyes with Adora.
Adora looks like she’s just run ten miles. She’s flushed and sweaty and practically gasping she’s so out of breath. Her eyes flicker from Glimmer to Catra to Glimmer to Catra. She licks her lips and looks like she’s about to say something—twice. Then she turns on her heel and walks out of the room.
“Need to get a glass of water!” Adora croaks from the hallway, two octaves higher than her usual speaking voice. “Be right back!”
Glimmer can’t think about this right now. She might have to think about it later, might even need to talk about it to get everything sorted out in her head—but right now she needs to reset her brain in the comforting normalcy of Bow’s arms. He embraces her with a laugh. “That was like… Spin the Bottle: Extreme Edition.”
She looks up at him carefully. “Was it too much? How are you feeling?”
“Um…” Bow laughs sheepishly. “If I say I’m feeling ‘shallow’…”
It takes a second to click, and then her jaw drops. Bow makes the least innocent innocent-face she’s ever seen. Glimmer buries her face in his chest and mumbles incoherently into his collarbone.
Adora comes back with a glass of water seeming slightly more composed, but she won’t meet Glimmer’s eyes. She sits down next to Catra without making eye contact, too, but she leans in easily when Catra wraps an arm around her.
“Wait,” says Glimmer, “that was Catra’s spin—is it really my turn? Because I feel like I just had a turn.” Bow snorts, and Glimmer decides he’s getting cold feet on his legs in bed tonight.
“That was a tough act to follow,” Perfuma admits from her new spot practically in Scorpia’s lap.
“Wait, are we stopping? Is—is that it?” Glimmer isn’t sure how she feels about ending on her and Catra’s… performance.
“Looks like it,” smirks Catra. “Face it, Sparkles: I won Spin the Bottle.”
Adora gives her a playful shove. “You did not.”
“It’s not really the kind of game you ‘win,’” Perfuma agrees.
Catra scoffs. “Sounds like a bunch of sore Spin the Bottle losers to me.”
It doesn’t take long to tidy up the room they’ve been using, putting all the pillows back and setting aside their empty glasses to take down to the kitchen in the morning, and soon Catra and Adora are back in their room.
Their room, Adora thinks. It used to just be hers. Now it’s ours. She hopes she never gets used to the wonder of that feeling.
Catra touches her arm, bringing her out of her thoughts. “Hey. Can we—I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You know, with everything that happened tonight.”
Adora nods. “Oh! Yeah, of course, Catra, completely. It was fun.”
“Okay,” Catra says carefully. “I worried a little when you ran out of the room so quickly.”
“…oh. That.”
“We can talk about it later if you don’t want to talk about it n—”
“No, no, Catra, it’s not even that big a deal. I—wait, you were worried?”
“Maybe? A little? I did push that thing with Glimmer kind of far… I thought you were enjoying it, but then you took off.”
Adora sighs. “I’m really sorry I worried you. I was enjoying it, I was enjoying it a lot, and, um…” She’s as red as her old Force Captain jacket. “If I enjoyed it any more, I was about to enjoy myself in front of everyone.”
Catra just stares.
“Ohhhh, you’re going to make me say it,” Adora whimpers. “Okay. Fine. Before I got a glass of water, I ducked into our room for a minute and, um… look, I wanted to come back to the party and act like a normal person, but you and Glimmer got me so…”
Adora scrunches her eyes shut and says the rest all at once: “I was so turned on I had to come back here and rub one out just so I could think straight, okay? Now you know.”
She reluctantly opens her eyes to see an expression on Catra’s face she’s never seen before.
“Damn, Adora,” her girlfriend says softly. “For real?”
Adora nods solemnly. “I was so close it only took like 20 seconds. Didn’t even take my pants off.”
Catra licks her lips. “Where?”
“What do you mean, where?”
“Where did you do it?”
“Oh. I—this sounds so bad—I barely even went into the room? I just closed the door and leaned against it.”
Catra lets out a shaky exhale. “Okay. I was going to ask you to show me and make it a whole foreplay thing, but we need to put a pin in that, because if you don’t take me to bed right now—”
Adora cocks an eyebrow.
“Oh, excuse me,” Catra sputters, “maybe one of us already had an sneaky secret orgasm, but—mmm!” Adora cuts her off with a fervent, sloppy kiss and pushes Catra back towards the bed.

  
    things that we play at are not us

    It’s the day after her glorious Spin the Bottle victory against the princesses, and Catra is wandering aimlessly around the corridors of Bright Moon’s palace, feeling more relaxed than—maybe ever. She and Adora had been up until almost sunrise working off their mutual tension from the game, and they spent the morning dozing in their tangled-up bedsheets.
But this afternoon Adora, Glimmer, and Melog have to do something magical and extremely boring with the Moonstone, so Catra’s lazily exploring the palace while she waits for them to finish. She finds some sitting rooms, a few that look like conference rooms, a ballroom that isn’t the ballroom she’s already seen, three separate libraries, and a swimming pool.
Catra realizes it’s going to take more than an hour of wandering to establish a mental map of this place. The palace isn’t really anything like the Fright Zone, but when the labyrinthine corridors start to feel like they’re closing in on her a little, she heads outside for some fresh air.
The palace gardens are, Catra is pleased to see, a complete disaster. Neglected for months after Horde Prime’s arrival and Bright Moon’s evacuation, then super-charged by the magic released from the Heart of Etheria, plants and flowers and vines and trees are spilling unmanaged in every direction, their carefully manicured borders obliterated. It’s beautiful and chaotic and alive, and she thinks briefly of Adora, a warm feeling spreading through her chest.
Catra explores further, ducking through the overgrowth, stepping over low deadfall and carefully avoiding thorns. When she comes to a clearing, she stops.
Something isn’t right.
The plants here are different: less touched by neglect, and even less so by healing magic. Branches twist in unexpected directions that hurt her eyes to follow. Blossoms abound, but their hues are all wrong—some have the vivid electric colouring of poison frogs, others look muted and sickly. It all feels… familiar in a horrible way, in a way nothing else about Bright Moon feels familiar.
“What the fuck is this?” she whispers to herself, and then she hears something moving behind her.
“Catra?!”
At the sound of her name, Catra yowls and leaps a foot in the air, twisting to land facing—
“Scorpia?”
“Hi!” The scorpion princess waves. “I didn’t expect to see you out here. Especially, you know…” She gestures at the strange vegetation, “here-here.”
“Um, yeah, about that. Where exactly are we?” Catra asks.
Scorpia fidgets with her claws. “You don’t know?”
“That’s why I’m asking,” Catra snaps, and instantly regrets it. She softens her tone. “Sorry. It’s not just… some weird garden?”
Scorpia fidgets some more without answering, and Catra can’t understand why she’s being so hesitant—and then it clicks.
“Oh,” Catra says in a low voice. “Shadow Weaver. This was… hers.”
A long sigh from Scorpia. “Yeah.”
Catra hasn’t told anyone about Shadow Weaver, hasn’t talked to anyone—not even Adora—about what the sorceress did the day they activated the failsafe. Adora probably briefed everyone else, Catra figures. Better her than me.
“Wait, hold on,” Catra says suddenly. “They just let Shadow Weaver have her own evil garden? At Bright Moon?”
“That’s what I said!” exclaims Scorpia. Catra meets her eyes and they both laugh, and for a second it’s almost like—
“Hey,” Scorpia says. “Do you want to maybe… find literally anywhere else to be?”
Catra nods. “Yeah. Yeah, let’s get out of here.”
They don’t have to go far before they’re back in the pleasant riot of the rest of the garden. Scorpia leads Catra into another clearing, this one filled with half a dozen large floral arrangements, each seeming to be a variation on the last. Catra looks around, puzzled.
“Perfuma’s designing something for the memorial next week,” Scorpia explains. “These are… kind of like her sketches?”
“Hmm, neat,” Catra grunts, but she means it—she’ll never admit it, but she’s fascinated by the fact that Perfuma’s powers are all about creation. Catra wonders what that feels like.
“Soooo,” Scorpia says conversationally. “Fun party last night.”
“Y-yeah,” says Catra. She tries not to think about the details so she doesn’t turn into a blushing mess in front of Scorpia. “You and Perfuma, huh?”
There—now it’s Scorpia who’s blushing. “Yeah,” she says with a soft smile. “That’s—that’s definitely a thing now.”
“I’m glad.” Scorpia stares at her, blank-faced with surprise. “I am glad,” Catra continues, not without difficulty. “Perfuma’s really… I mean, she’s literally the most… You deserve someone like that. Someone who treats you like that, I mean. You deserve it.” Catra looks down at the ground and scuffs her toe in the dirt. Scorpia doesn’t say anything, so Catra decides to barrel ahead.
“Listen—” It’s almost painful, but Catra drags her eyes up to see Scorpia, who looks like she’s bracing herself for something. She’s still scared of me, Catra realizes, and wants to throw up. Of course she is. Why wouldn’t she be?
Every muscle in Catra’s body is screaming run away run away run away, but she forces herself to stand still. She’s apologized to other people and it didn’t kill her. She can apologize to Scorpia.
“Scorpia… I’m sorry.” Scorpia actually takes a step back in surprise, and for a moment Catra feels like she’s going to drown in her own self-loathing. “I’m so, so sorry for what I did to you. For how I treated you. You were—you were such a good friend to me, and I took advantage of that, and I treated you like you didn’t matter, and I—I hurt you.” She sighs. “I know I hurt you. I can never undo that. I would, if I could… You didn’t deserve any of it. I’m s—”
She will not cry. She will not make this about her own feelings. She will track down Adora after this, drag her somewhere private, and cry on her shoulder for an hour and a half—but right now, this is about Scorpia. Catra swallows her tears.
“I’m so sorry, Scorpia.”
Now it’s Catra who takes a step back, one tiny concession to her still-raging flight instinct. She holds an arm across her stomach. A 12-troop personnel carrier feels like it’s parked itself on her ribcage. She waits for Scorpia’s response like she’s waiting for a firing squad.
But Scorpia doesn’t look like a firing squad. At first, Catra thinks she’s confused; then she sees the tears shining in Scorpia’s eyes. Oh fuck, she thinks, I hurt her even more. Perfuma’s going to murder me and I’m going to deserve it.
“Catra,” Scorpia says, her trembling voice barely above a whisper. “Do you mean that?”
“I do!” Catra cries, hating the way her voice breaks. “I do mean it! I’m sorry I hurt you, Scorpia. I wish I hadn’t, but I know I did. And we don’t—we don’t have to be friends, if you don’t want to be, but no matter what, I’m never going to treat you like that again, I swear!”
The tears in Scorpia’s eyes are now silently streaming down her face. Catra wants to crawl into a hole and die. She can’t think of anything else to say that wouldn’t be repeating herself. She kind of wants to start repeating herself, just to forestall whatever Scorpia’s about to say. Probably Fuck off, Catra. Or I don’t believe you. Or Leave me alone forever.
What Scorpia actually says, in a tiny, twisted-up version of her usual voice, is, “Can I hug you?”
“H-hug me?” Catra stammers. Scorpia just nods. Despite the anxiety splintering through her heart, Catra cracks a smile. “Since when do you ask first?”
Scorpia shrugs. “Since… now, I guess?”
“Well… yeah. You can hug me. If you really w—”
Scorpia crosses the distance between them and pulls Catra into her arms. It’s nothing like the quick, exuberant embrace they shared with Frosta and Perfuma right after the battle, and Catra can’t understand how she took this for granted for so long. All that time, lonely and cold in the Horde after Adora left, Catra had felt like she was starving to death for lack of love. And she hadn’t needed to—Scorpia had been there all along, overflowing with love to give.
Catra doesn’t feel like she deserves to, but she lets herself bring her arms up around Scorpia’s waist anyway.
“Thank you,” says Scorpia to the top of Catra’s head. “For… for saying all that.”
“I meant it,” Catra says into Scorpia’s chest. It’s a little easier without eye contact. “Every word.”
Scorpia squeezes her gently. “I know.”
“I really fucked up, Scorpia. With you… with everyone… I want to make it right—I’m trying to make it right—but…”
“There’s a lot to make right,” Scorpia finishes for her. She has no judgement in her voice, only understanding and compassion. Right now it makes Catra feel wretched, but she knows later the memory of this conversation will be a precious one. “You’ll get there,” Scorpia says in a soft, soft tone, and the last of Catra’s emotional defences collapse. She bursts into tears.
“Ohhhh,” soothes Scorpia, “there, there,” but Catra twists angrily in her arms.
“No!” she says with a harsh sniff, freeing one hand to violently wipe at her eyes. “You don’t get to—I’m the one who’s supposed to be—this isn’t about—”
“Catra!” Scorpia interrupts her spiral, pulling just far enough away to look her friend in the eye. “Hey. It’s okay. I’m saying it’s okay. Feel whatever you’re feeling right now.”
Catra cracks another little smile. “Did you learn that from Perfuma?”
Scorpia grins. “I did! Sounds like her, doesn’t it?”
“Totally.” Catra gingerly leans back into Scorpia’s embrace. “‘Feel whatever I’m feeling’…”
“Yeah. Better out than in, right?”
Catra, who had been approximately two seconds away from crying again, suddenly bursts out laughing. “Scorpia! That’s what we said in the Horde when we were shitting our brains out from food poisoning!”
“Well, I happen to think it applies to crying, too.”
Catra shakes her head and chuckles, her laughter slowly giving way to the tears she’s been suppressing for so long. Scorpia snuggles her closer, and after a second of hesitation, Catra lets her.
“Listen, if you cry,” Scorpia sniffles, “then I’m gonna cry, that’s just how I am, but you are not allowed to stop crying just because I’m crying. We can cry together, okay?”
“Okay,” Catra sobs.

    

    They take another route when they leave the gardens, in the opposite direction from Shadow Weaver’s patch. Scorpia’s claws make quick work of the dense overgrowth. They reach one of the stone paths that encircles the palace just in time to meet Adora coming around the corner.
“Hey, you two!” Adora calls to them with a smile. Catra’s the only one who notices the tiny furrow of concern in her girlfriend’s expression. It’s understandable—she remembers the last conversation they had about Scorpia, and for all Adora knows, Catra’s still simmering in unresolved guilt. Plus, she and Scorpia both still have red, swollen eyes from crying on each other in the garden.
Catra tries to give a reassuring smile back, and links her arm casually with Scorpia’s to show Adora the progress she’s made. See? I can touch her without collapsing into a gravitational singularity of hating myself!
The relief that floods Adora’s face then would be obvious to anyone, and she jogs the last few yards between them. “Catra,” she says, voice suffused with love, and kisses her girlfriend on the cheek in greeting.
“Hi, Scorpia,” she says to the other woman with a wink. “I hope you and Perfuma had a nice night after the party.”
A bright red flush extends across Scorpia’s cheekbones. It’s impossibly endearing. “We, uh—yeah, we sure—boy, did we—um… we did. Yes. Yes we did.”
“Good,” Adora giggles. She looks at where their arms are linked and smiles. “I guess you guys had a chance to talk?”
“Yeah,” says Catra simply, voice still rough and low, and Scorpia nods, squeezing Catra’s arm a little with hers.
A burden visibly lifts from Adora’s shoulders. She stands almost an inch taller as she beams at both of them, and for a second Catra feels like absolute shit that her girlfriend has been so genuinely distraught about the state of her friendship with Scorpia. Will I ever manage to stop hurting people? But she can feel Scorpia’s presence next to her, feel the warm solidity of her friend’s arm in hers, and she can see the love in Adora’s eyes.
Maybe things are going to turn out okay after all.

  
    the velocity of love

    Catra can’t sleep.
It’s not all bad. She’s spooned up against the soft but solid muscles of Adora’s back, her bony hips flush against the warm curve of Adora’s butt. Adora who still smells the way Adora has smelled all their lives, plus or minus the strange sweet soaps of Bright Moon—a definite improvement over scorched metal and industrial antiperspirant, in Catra’s opinion. But nothing compares to her Adora.
Not long after Adora left Ca—left the Horde, Catra went into their bunk and destroyed the bedding she’d left behind in a fit of rage. It wasn’t until she’d stuffed the tattered remains of pillows and sheets into the incinerator and stolen a fresh set that she realized that bedding was the last thing she’d had that still bore even a trace of Adora’s scent. It felt like losing her all over again, and Catra had fallen to her knees right there in the supply closet, wanting to scream, wanting to cry, unable to make a sound.
Here, in the present, in Bright Moon, Catra wrinkles her nose and tries to force the memory away. She tries to remember some, any of Perfuma’s advice. Ground yourself in a sensory experience, she’d suggested the other day. Catra buries her face in the nape of Adora’s neck and inhales her scent deeply. Adora’s hair tickles the bridge of her nose and that’s a sensory experience too, Catra figures.
You can do this any time you want now, Melog reminds her softly from next to the bed. You haven’t lost her. She’s right there in your arms. Between Perfuma’s surprisingly practical advice, Adora’s constant physical presence, and Melog’s pep talks, long dark nights of the soul aren’t what they used to be for Catra. Another improvement, she thinks.
She’s feeling better now, but she still can’t sleep. Bow tried to teach her how to read the strange mechanical devices they use to keep time in Bright Moon, obnoxiously more difficult than the digital displays of the Horde; Catra’s not confident she could name the hour, but she can tell dawn is still several of them away.
The longer she lies awake in bed, the more restless she feels. She doesn’t want to wake Adora by tossing and turning, so she kisses her girlfriend’s shoulder and tries to extricate herself from the bed as gently as possible.
She wakes Adora anyway, at least a little bit. “Catra?” Her voice is so small and sleepy it tugs fiercely at Catra’s heart. “Wh’ya doin’?”
“Hey, Adora.” Catra finishes climbing out of bed and pulls the covers around the space she’s left, carefully tucking Adora back in. Then she kisses her on the forehead, just because she can. “Everything’s okay. Just gonna walk around for a bit. I’ll come back to bed soon, I promise.”
“’Kay,” mumbles Adora, already slipping back under. “Y’better.”
It’s all so fucking perfect Catra almost can’t deal with it.
She had never once allowed herself to fantasize about Adora coming back to the Horde of her own volition. As a subjugated prisoner, maybe. But to build a imaginary world for herself where Adora had come back, on purpose, for her—and then to leave that world and return to this one? Infinitely more painful than never imagining anything at all.
But even if she had imagined a better world for herself, a perfect world even, one with Adora by her side—she never would have, never could have imagined this. Not just Adora—Glimmer and Bow, too, and Melog, and Perfuma… even Scorpia. A place to belong. A purpose.
And she doesn’t deserve any of it, Catra thinks, let alone all of it. Melog’s phantasmal mane flashes a warning shade of red in the dim room.
“Deserve”? It’s one of Melog’s least favourite concepts. Who decides what it is you do deserve, then? Who shall quantify it? Who shall enforce it? What gives them the right?
Catra scowls at the now-familiar litany. Stupid psychic magic alien, she thinks pointedly. Acting like you’re always right.
I am always right, Melog purrs, getting up just long enough to nudge Catra affectionately towards the exit. Go walk for a while. I’ll stay with Adora.
It’s hard to argue with the last of an ancient magical race sometimes. Catra doesn’t even try. She looks back at Melog and Adora for just a moment before leaving the room, easing the door shut behind her with a quiet click.
She starts walking without a specific destination in mind. This wing of the palace is mostly bedrooms, she’s learned; she’ll have to roam a little further to find anything interesting to do. It might be cool to check out one of the libraries. They’re in another wing, but she’s relatively confident she can find it, given enough time.
It doesn’t take nearly that long for something interesting to happen. Just as Catra turns the first corner, she hears a soft but familiar click—the same click she just heard from her own bedroom doorknob. Curious, she ducks into an alcove and carefully peers out.
Queen Glimmer, of all people, slips into the hallway. Catra’s still getting used to seeing her dressed for occasions other than battle, and she’s definitely never seen her dressed for bed before. She’s so thrown by the incongruity of seeing Glimmer in soft cotton pants and a pale blue tank top that it takes her a few seconds to notice some other salient details.
First detail: that wasn’t Glimmer’s own room she just left. Glimmer’s room is around a different corner. In fact, Catra’s pretty sure the door Glimmer just stepped through is the door to Bow’s bedroom.
Second detail: Glimmer can definitely see her.
Third detail: Glimmer’s hair is even messier than—
Wait. Shit.
A pink-fingernailed hand grabs the back of the oversized t-shirt Catra wore to bed. “Not one word,” Glimmer hisses in her ear. “Come. With. Me.”
Catra lets herself be dragged down the hallway, trying desperately not to laugh. This is so funny she could easily wake up the entire palace if she doesn’t keep a lid on it.
Glimmer at arm’s length is still close enough for Catra’s feline nose, and oh, okay, yep. As expected, there’s that fruity soap Adora uses too, under the pleasant tang of Glimmer’s sweat, familiar from the workouts the Best Friend Squad has started doing together—
—so Catra definitely recognizes the smell of Bow’s sweat, too.
Glimmer yanks Catra around the last corner before her bedroom and Catra is seriously about to lose it. She barely makes it through the door before she’s cackling hysterically, trying to muffle it in the crook of her elbow. Her vision is blurry with tears of laughter, but she can see Glimmer’s hands on her hips, can see her stomping one slippered foot in frustration, and it’s all just too funny.
By the time Catra calms down, Glimmer looks ready to chew glass. “Are you done?” she asks tightly.
“Yeah,” says Catra. “Why am I here?”
Glimmer blushes from her cheeks to her collarbones. “Y-you saw…”
Catra quirks an eyebrow. This feels almost as good as sleeping next to Adora. “Hmm? What did I see, Sparkles?”
Glimmer is an open book to rival Scorpia, and Catra has never really known how to feel about that. It used to seem like a ludicrous vulnerability, and Catra could never understand why she would display such a weakness so openly. Now that Catra can call Glimmer a friend—not that she would without a gun to her head—it can throw her a different kind of off-balance.
But sometimes it’s just nice to know exactly what she’s thinking. Like right now, for instance. Right now Glimmer is wondering what Catra did see in the hallway, and what Catra might have extrapolated from that, and how much she can accuse Catra of knowing without giving up something she might not.
Too bad for her, Catra already knows everything.
Glimmer’s body language all but screams that she’s made a decision, and she narrows her eyes. “Exactly. What did you see?”
Catra hums noncommittally and lets her eyes slide down Glimmer’s neck to her exposed shoulder. Glimmer actually shivers, and Catra can feel the thread of tension between them from Spin the Bottle the other night. If Adora were here, Catra would probably tug on that thread—just a little, just to see how they’d both react—but without Adora, it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.
So Catra makes direct eye contact with her instead. She wants the queen to look annoyed, or frustrated, or maybe flustered. Confused would be fine. But Glimmer looks genuinely upset, worried even, and Catra drops the game instantly.
“Whoa. Glimmer. I was just messing with you.” She pokes her playfully in the arm. “We ran into each other in the hallway. What’s the big deal?”
Glimmer frowns and doesn’t answer, folds her arms and looks away.
Catra pokes her again. “You’re being weird. Is—I mean, is everything okay?” Glimmer nods, then shrugs, then shakes her head, avoiding Catra’s eyes all the while. “Okay, that’s three different and mutually exclusive answers,” says Catra. “Do I have to go get Adora?”
Glimmer’s eyes go wide and she lunges forward to grab Catra’s wrists. “No! Don’t!”
This is… starting to freak Catra out. She closes her eyes and takes a long, slow breath before opening them. Glimmer is practically shaking.
“Sparkles,” Catra says, trying to sound both as gentle and as firm as possible. She has no idea what that’s supposed to sound like, so she aims for a combination of Adora and Perfuma and hopes for the best. “You are clearly freaking out. That’s, like, my whole deal, and I can help you if you want. But you gotta talk to me.”
Glimmer nods pitifully and lets go of Catra’s wrists, only to throw her arms around Catra’s neck instead and start sobbing.
Maybe Catra did manage to fall asleep. Maybe this is a nightmare. Maybe she’ll wake up snuggled next to Adora and not have to deal with a randomly sobbing princess who smells distinctly post-coital.
Unfortunately, the tears soaking into her t-shirt are real. Feeling like a badly operated marionette, Catra puts her arms around Glimmer and hugs her back. She knows how to do that much, at least.
It takes Glimmer a minute to stop crying, which is fine by Catra—standing here hugging is way easier than talking. Glimmer sighs and slowly untangles herself. “Thank you,” she says softly.
“Uh, anytime,” Catra mumbles. “You wanna tell me what’s up before I lose my mind wondering? Like, seriously: are you okay?”
“Yes,” Glimmer says immediately, and Catra lets out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “I’m just… really scared of something.”
“Something dangerous?”
“No! Not that kind of scared. I just—please promise you won’t tell Adora.”
Catra’s not sure how she feels about that, and it shows on her face, because Glimmer immediately continues. “It’s not… I didn’t mean… ugh, fuck.” She hides her face in her hands, and then starts to speak through them, muffled but audible.
“Bow and I are having sex.”
Catra waits for the rest of the sentence, or paragraph, or essay. It doesn’t seem to be forthcoming. “Duh. And?”
“What! What do you mean, ‘duh’?!”
“Sparkles… I caught you sneaking out of his room in the middle of the night. You smell like him. You smell like sex. You have…” She gestures to a series of faint bruise-like marks that trail down Glimmer’s neck and disappear under her tank top. Glimmer claps a hand over them in horror.
“And you’re not…?” she squeaks.
“Huh? Not what?” asks Catra, legitimately confused.
“Not… mad?”
“Mad? Is this… are you sleepwalking or something? Why would I be mad about you and Arrows hooking up? I might be surprised that it took you this long, or relieved that you two might be less insufferably sappy in public now that you’re getting it on in private—”
“Catra!” Glimmer shoves her with both hands. “First of all, you’re the last person who gets to complain about being insufferably sappy in public. You and Adora are the queens of sappy.”
“Whatever,” Catra dismisses her. “Seriously though, why would I be mad? Why would anyone? Listen, you never heard me say this, but I’m actually happy for you. Shut up! Never said it! Moving on! Why are you so worried?”
Glimmer slumps. “So much has changed lately. So much is still changing. I’m worried this is one thing too many. I’m scared this will mess up the Best Friends Squad. I love Bow, and I want to be with him—you know, like with him—but I love you and Adora too. And I’m terrified I can’t balance everything. I’m going to mess something up, I just know it.”
This might actually be a conversation Catra is equipped for. But first, she can’t help herself. “Wait, wait, wait. You love me?” Glimmer rolls her eyes. “No, run that back. You said you love Bow, and you love Adora, and you love…” She’s smiling so wide her cheeks hurt.
“Fuck off,” says Glimmer. “You heard me the first time. I’m not saying it again.” Her face slides into a pout, and Catra realizes she thinks a joke is all Catra is going to offer.
So she steps forward and takes Glimmer’s hand. “Hey. Glitter queen. Don’t mope. I love you too.”
She’d never said it before Adora; now she says it to Adora a dozen times a day. But this is the first time she’s said it to anyone else. It’s terrifying.
Glimmer’s lips part in shock. She looks like a cartoon. For a dizzying second, Catra wishes Adora were here so she could watch her kiss that expression right off Glimmer’s mouth—then she takes that train of thought and deliberately drives it into a ditch. Keep it in your pants, she scolds herself. Life isn’t a Spin the Bottle game. You could hurt people.
She just squeezes Glimmer’s hand instead. “Nothing’s going to change,” Catra tells her. “Not between you and me, not between you and Adora, not between Bow and any of us.”
“You think?” Glimmer manages a thin smile.
“Uh, yeah I think,” Catra says. “Adora and I are having sex. Does that change anything?”
Maybe not, but it does make Glimmer’s eyes go a little wider. After a beat, she shakes her head firmly. “No. Of course it doesn’t.”
Catra shrugs then, smirking like there’s nothing left to say.
Glimmer thinks about this for a few moments, then appears to deflate with relief. She drags Catra over to a small sitting area and they sink into a couch together, Glimmer letting out a long, contented sigh.
Holy shit, Catra thinks. I helped. Aloud, she says, “You were really scared, huh.”
Glimmer nods. “And I couldn’t ask any of the other princesses. They’re all way more experienced than me—well, except Frosta.” She laughs with more than a little self-deprecation. “I guess she’s the only virgin in the Princess Alliance now.” Catra’s jaw drops at the joke, and Glimmer claps a hand over her mouth. “Oh no,” she says. “I don’t know how to talk about sex with people. I’m just saying anything now.”
Catra cracks up. “I learn new things about you every day, Sparkles.”
“So, um,” says Glimmer, clearly eager to change the subject. “If it’s okay to ask… was Adora your first?”
“Yeah,” Catra says quietly. “First… everything.”
“Wow. So when you kissed her at the Heart of Etheria, was that—”
“Hey!” Catra nearly shouts, forgetting the lateness of the hour. “How do you know about that?”
“Adora told me,” Glimmer says, as though it should be obvious. “She was so happy she was almost in tears. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to invade your privacy—”
“You didn’t, you didn’t,” says Catra, forcing herself to relax. “It makes sense she told you. And it’s fine.” It really feels like it is. “I’m… glad you know.”
Glimmer leans her head on Catra’s shoulder. It’s the weirdest, nicest feeling. “Good,” she says. “It’s probably the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard, so.”
Catra huffs softly. “And yes,” she says.
“Yes what?”
“Yes, that was our first kiss. At the Heart.”
Glimmer lets that sink in for a second. “Holy shit, Catra. That’s intense.”
“It… was, yeah.”
“Hmm. So you and Scorpia never—”
Catra doesn’t stand up from the couch, but she does twist her body away. “No, never, and can we please not talk about Scorpia? Not… not like that.”
“Of course.” There’s so much care in Glimmer’s voice that Catra has to recall one of Melog’s mini-lectures on the meaninglessness of “deserving” kindness. “I’m sorry, Catra.”
“It’s okay. I’m still… ughhh, I’m still working through a lot of guilt. About a lot of things. And Scorpia’s one of them, and I… there was nothing romantic about it, I was just… cruel.” She hangs her head. “I’m really glad she has Perfuma now. To protect her from me.”
“Oof,” Glimmer says. “I don’t think Scorpia thinks that way. I don’t even think Perfuma thinks that way.”
“No,” agrees Catra. “But maybe they should.”
The next thing Glimmer says sounds like a total non sequitur. “You make Adora happy, you know.”
“W-what?”
“Me and her and Bow, we had fun together, you know? In between battles. Best friend stuff.”
“Sleepovers,” Catra says, trying to catch up. “You’d eat cake with your hands.”
“Yeah, exactly. But, I mean—even right after we—when we were bringing you home on Darla, I mean—once the two of you were together—” Glimmer pauses, then shrugs. “We’d never heard her laugh like that. Ever.”
Catra can’t move. She’s not sure she’s even still breathing. She doesn’t react when Glimmer holds her hand again, but Glimmer continues anyway.
“It was hard to tell at first. I mean, we met her right after—right out of the Horde. We didn’t know her before that, obviously, and we’d never seen the two of you not fighting. But eventually we could tell… how much it was hurting her, that you two were apart.”
Catra makes a small noise of pain.
“And, I mean. Once we saw you and her, well, not fighting… we could just tell. How happy she was,” Glimmer says. “How happy you both were, with each other.”
“Glimmer,” Catra mutters through gritted teeth, “this is too much.”
“Oh,” says Glimmer, “oh shit, I get it. Too many feelings at once. I’m sorry. I’ll stop.”
It doesn’t even feel real. Catra had started feeling overwhelmed, had asked Glimmer to dial it back, and Glimmer did. Immediately. No resentment, no manipulation, no guarantee of some kind of payback later, not even a question. Catra doesn’t understand how people can live like this, everyone’s sore spots banging into everyone else’s, but she realizes she wants to learn. This is the world she lives in now. She wants to stay.
She leans against Glimmer. “Thanks,” she says softly, and for a few moments they just sit there.
“Um, Catra,” says Glimmer eventually, her tone of voice suddenly different. “When we came in here, you said I—you said I smelled like sex.”
“Uh, yeah, I guess.”
“D-do I still? Smell? Like sex?”
Catra yawns, then sniffs experimentally. “I mean, you don’t not smell like—”
“Okay!” Glimmer exclaims, leaping to her feet. “I’m gonna go take a shower! Right now! And you are going back to bed with Adora.”
Catra chuckles, but it turns into another yawn. “Works for me. Good night, Sparkles.”
Melog opens one eye when she quietly lets herself back into the room. You’re feeling better. It’s not really a question.
I am, Catra thinks back. And finally tired enough to sleep. She kicks off her slippers and crawls into bed, curling herself around Adora.
The big window in their room faces east. Just at the horizon, the sky is beginning to show the first traces of light.
Adora stirs, snuggling back into Catra. “Y’r here,” she mumbles.
“I’m here,” Catra says, nuzzling her. “Time for sleep.”
“Mmmm,” Adora groans happily. “You smell like Glimmer.”
“…I do?”
“Mm-hmm. S’nice. Bring me nex’time.”
Already starting to doze off, Catra tries to focus her attention. “Bring you?”
“Yeah, you ’n’ me ’n’ Glimmer. Mmmm, nice.”
Catra barely has time to count the implications of that, let alone consider them, before she falls fully asleep.

  
    can’t trust the weather to bring us together

    “This does not count as our road trip,” Catra sulks as they’re changing for bed in their cabin. “We’re going to one stupid planet and dropping off one stupid beacon or whatever and then we’re going straight home. It’s an errand run.”
“Yeah, but it’s an overnight errand run,” Adora says, easing up to Catra and waggling her eyebrows. “You know what that means.”
Catra stares blankly at her.
“It means we can do it on the spaceship! Come on! Haven’t you ever wanted to do it in space?”
“Wh—who are you, Entrapta?” Catra sputters. “Why would I want to do it in space? We have a way better bed on Etheria and we don’t have to go all the way to space to use it!”
Adora shrugs and playfully turns away. “Fine. We can be in space together overnight and not have sex while we’re here.” She pretends—and Catra is 100% sure she is pretending—to be nonchalant as she turns down the utilitarian bedding of their bunk, but it’s not a risk Catra’s willing to take.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa, Adora, wait.”
Adora snuggles under the covers, a totally fake smile on her face. “Sweet dreams, Catra.”
“Wait, Adora. That’s not what I said!” Catra shoves her last limb into her pyjamas and crawls into the other side of the bed. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to, I just meant… you know… we didn’t have to go to all the way to space to—”
This new game of Adora’s, pretending she doesn’t want to kiss Catra, that she isn’t going to kiss Catra—it’s pretty effective flirtation now that Catra’s abandonment issues aren’t such an open wound. Catra wouldn’t mind chasing her girlfriend a little, once in a while. But Adora can never maintain the facade for more than a few seconds at a time—she can’t bear to not be kissing Catra. She doesn’t even let Catra finish groveling before she rolls over and grabs two fists full of the front of her pyjama shirt.
“Aha,” says Adora, teasing Catra with tiny kisses on her cheek, her chin, her brow, her jaw, everywhere except her mouth. “I knew it. You do want to have space sex with me.”
Catra groans, even as she melts into Adora’s touch. “Please don’t call it that.”
“Or what,” Adora singsongs as she nibbles her way down the side of Catra’s neck. “You won’t have space sex with me?”
“No,” Catra sighs. “I still will. But please, please find something else to do with your mouth besides calling it ‘space sex.’”
There are plans to install better bunks before their actual road trip, but it’s not at the top of Bow’s list, so for tonight they’re stuck with Darla’s standard narrow metal cots. Catra doesn’t mind much. It means there’s nowhere for Adora to go except right up against her.

    

    In the next cabin over, Glimmer is getting ready for bed alone.
The beacon Entrapta built is essentially a communications repeater. “We’re back in the larger universe,” Entrapta had explained, “but we’re in a fairly remote corner of our old galaxy. It will be easier to contact other planets if we have a beacon a little further in.”
Glimmer had volunteered for the mission when she thought Bow would be coming along, but the day they were supposed to leave, a technical problem with their Etheria-side receiver meant he had to stay behind and keep it working until Entrapta had the other end established. Glimmer didn’t want to be the one who backed out of the mission just because her boyfriend wasn’t going, so she came along anyway.
A few hours into the journey, though, she remembered that the only reason she’d volunteered for the mission in the first place was to spend time with Bow. There’s not even anything productive for her to do. What sounded like a quick, fun round trip has become hours and hours of time to kill while everyone else does their assigned tasks.
She’s never felt jealous of Adora and Catra before, but at least they get to fall asleep together tonight, she reflects sadly. Okay, ugh. Too mopey. Change the subject, brain.
And just like it has for the past several days, her brain calls up a memory of playing Spin the Bottle. It seems to be what her brain does now, whenever there’s a spare moment. She remembers Catra’s wiry muscles pinning her to the floor, remembers licking her way into Catra’s mouth, remembers the unmistakable shuddering breaths of Adora’s arousal as she watched her best friend and her girlfriend make out and wrestle in front of her.
Glimmer had kissed Adora, too, right at the start of the game. The idea had been so new, and she’d been so nervous to kiss Adora in front of everyone, that it isn’t as clear in her memory as what happened later with Catra. But she remembers Adora’s fingers in her hair, and her scalp tingles.
She wonders if there’s a way to play Spin the Bottle and kiss two people at once. She’s not sure how that would work, exactly, and she doesn’t care—the notion is enough to conjure a sudden image of Catra in front of her, one firm thigh perfectly positioned between Glimmer’s legs, and Adora behind, kissing her neck and caressing her breasts. It’s by far the most scandalous fantasy she’s ever had, even though Bow keeps assuring her it’s completely normal, “especially under the circumstances.”
She’s really starting to wish Bow were here. Until the end of the war, sex had been the furthest thing from her mind. In the weeks since, it’s almost been like her body wants to make up for lost time. She was as mortified to be caught by Catra sneaking out of Bow’s room the other night as she was grateful it was only Catra who caught her—and more grateful still that she hadn’t been caught the many, many other times she’d done exactly the same thing.
That line of thought leads Glimmer to remember pulling Catra into her room and standing alone with her in the dark. She remembers the brief, hungry moment Catra’s eyes had roamed over her bare shoulders—in the moment itself, she’d been overwhelmed by fear she was ruining her friendships, but with the benefit of hindsight and the freedom of her imagination, she wonders what else could have happened after that look.
She strokes her stomach gently through her tank top. Am I really going to do this? In space? She hopes Darla isn’t watching somehow. She tries to think of something besides prurient images of two of her best friends, but all that comes to mind is a vivid mental picture of Adora in the bathing suit she had worn to the steam grottoes in Mystacor.
Fine, she thinks as she lets her fingers drift lower. I guess this is happening. Darla, don’t look.
Hand fully inside her panties, Glimmer gently cups herself, feeling damp hair against the palm of her hand, savouring the anticipation. She gently begins stroking herself open with a finger.
And that’s when she hears it.

    

    Catra’s spread out on the cot, clinging tightly to the sides of the mattress. Adora’s kneeling over her, one hand cupping the back of Catra’s head, the other working fervently between her girlfriend’s legs. She’s using two fingers to fuck Catra now, and her thumb to rub tight tiny circles over Catra’s clit, just the way she likes it. She’s whispering a fast-paced stream of consciousness into Catra’s ear as she fucks her: I love you Catra you’re perfect you’re so wet you’re so soft you feel so good I love you Catra I want you Catra I love having you so close I love being inside you I love you I love you I love you please please please please please and Catra realizes Adora is begging her to come.
And after all, she would do absolutely anything for Adora.

    

    Glimmer’s even wetter than she thought she was. She draws a fingertip through her own slick heat, lazily circling her clit—then yanks her hand out of her pants when she hears someone cry out.
That… is what that was, right? she wonders. The ship is silent now except for the low hum of Darla’s engines. She’s almost convinced she imagined the voice when she hears it again.
It sounds like Catra.
Glimmer’s just about to charge out of bed when she hears Catra’s voice once more. There’s no mistaking it this time: it’s definitely Catra, and she’s calling Adora’s name. Now that Glimmer’s straining her ears, she can hear something else, too, less clear but just as familiar—Adora’s voice, murmuring indistinctly and ending with a giggle.
Catra laughs back and Glimmer realizes what she’s accidentally eavesdropping on. Adora and Catra are having sex in the next room.
Should she do something? She doesn’t know if the sound is being carried through the bulkheads or the deck or the ventilation system—and if it’s the vents, she can’t see any way to close them. If she were at home, she could bury her head in enough pillows to block it out, but here she only has the one. She could try to find Entrapta, see if she could borrow some headphones or something…
“Oh, fuck, Adora,” Catra says in the next room, clear as anything, her voice rapidly scaling up to a whine as she gasps her girlfriend’s name and—
Glimmer’s guilty fantasies haven’t yet included the detail of what Catra sounds like when she comes. Now she’s pretty sure she’ll never be able to have a fantasy without it. Catra sounds so raw, so vulnerable, so out of control; Glimmer can’t see them, of course, but it’s easy to imagine Catra clinging desperately to Adora’s broad shoulders as she—
Glimmer wonders what exactly Adora is doing to make Catra come, and realizes her own hand has already returned past the waistband of her pyjamas.
She knows she’s crossing a line. They don’t know she can hear them, and the delicious feeling she gets in her stomach when she thinks Well, what if they did? is absolutely not an excuse. Purely fantasizing about them is one thing—this is entirely another. It’s a gross invasion of her friends’ privacy at best.
And that’s just eavesdropping. If she starts touching herself while she listens, it’s going to be even worse.
She hears Adora’s voice again, indistinct, and then another series of sharp noises from Catra, almost like sobs.
If Glimmer gets any wetter, it’s going to show through these pyjamas. This is purely practical, she thinks as she shimmies them down her legs. This doesn’t mean I have to do anything once they’re off. She reaches down to the crotch of her panties—just to check, she tells herself—but she can feel the humidity when her fingertips are still an inch away from the fabric. She touches it anyway. Soaked.
She closes her eyes and imagines herself back playing Spin the Bottle. Only this time, Adora isn’t just watching in stunned silence. While Catra has her pinned to the floor, her sharp feline teeth gently nibbling Glimmer’s neck, Adora’s right there with them, touching Glimmer, touching Catra… touching herself.
It might be the worst possible moment in the fantasy to hear the real Adora’s moan filter through the walls. Glimmer tries to forget about the deeply fucked-up ethics of touching herself right now and gives in to touching herself.
Whatever Catra’s doing over there, she’s doing it in silence. All Glimmer can hear now is Adora. An obvious explanation rises to the front of Glimmer’s mind—Catra’s busy doing something else with her mouth, almost certainly—and that mental image has one hell of a kick to it.
Her panties are too wet and too constricting, so she takes them off too and wonders what she’d do if she were in that room with them right now, watching Catra eat Adora out. Glimmer wonders what they’d want her to do. Touch herself while she watches them? Kiss Adora while Catra’s busy below her waist? Or would they want her to participate even more directly…?
Glimmer envisions Adora lying on her back, Catra’s head buried in her lap, and imagines swinging a leg over Adora’s head to lower herself gently onto her friend’s waiting mouth. Next door, Adora all but wails, and the thought of Adora muffling that sound between Glimmer’s thighs is all it takes to send Glimmer over the edge.
Clearly, she cannot make a single sound. She slams her forearm over her mouth as her back arches and the fingers of her other hand work her clit to a shuddering orgasm, purple sparkles cascading from her skin.
As she rides down the other side of her climax, she hears more laughter from next door, and guilt comes rushing back with a vengeance. She slips out of bed just long enough to retrieve a fresh set of panties from her travel bag and re-dress in her pyjamas, then slips back in, a troubled look on her face.
This is bad, she thinks. She doesn’t feel like she harmed anyone—though if she’s learned anything, it’s that harm isn’t always immediately apparent—but she doesn’t feel remotely okay about what she just did, either. Whatever this tension is between her and Catra and Adora, it’s not sustainable. Something is going to have to give.
She wonders what it will be.

    

    “I figured you out,” Adora says, mildly delirious from her mind-blowing series of orgasms. “I know your seeeeecret.”
Catra, having daintily wiped off her chin, is now methodically licking her fingers clean. “You know all my secrets, dummy.”
“Yeah, but I just figured this one out: you’re an expert. A secret expert.”
Catra raises an eyebrow.
“A secret sex expert. I bet you’ve written books about it. No way you’re just figuring this out like I am. You’re too good.”
A tiny part of Catra’s mind takes Adora at face value and wants to scream. For better or worse, there’s never been anyone else, and it wasn’t long ago she’d taken that to a truly self-destructive extent. Doesn’t Adora know—but her outrage dissolves under Adora’s teasing smile. Of course Adora knows.
So Catra forces herself to laugh, and by the time it’s all the way out of her mouth it’s real. “You got me. Etheria’s leading sex expert, Dr. Catra, at your service.”
Adora giggles. “Ooh, doctor. Service me, please.”
Catra climbs up and kisses her. “You think I’m that good, huh?”
“Oh my gods,” Adora says forcefully, “Catra, you—I’ve never felt anything like that in my life. No one has ever made me feel even close. I may not have anything to compare it to, but if you’re not good at this, I think I’m fine with that, because then I’m not sure I could handle ‘good.’”
“Wow,” drawls Catra, scrambling for a joke before Adora can make her cry. “In that case, I can stop trying so hard.”
Adora squeaks indignantly. “Don’t you dare!” Catra laughs and kisses her, then snuggles up against the muscles of Adora’s chest, listening to her heartbeat.
“About that…” Catra says into the silence eventually.
“About what?” asks Adora. “I forgot what we were talking about.”
“Seriously? You forgot calling me a secret sex expert?”
“I remember that part, silly. I just don’t remember the very last sentence you said. I just had several really big orgasms, okay? And they were your fault. Give me a break.”
Catra laughs again. “You were saying you didn’t have anything to compare this to.”
“Oh, right,” says Adora, her smile growing wide. “Yeah. It’s always been you, so.”
That makes Catra purr so hard she momentarily loses her train of thought.
“Is there something I should be comparing this to?” Adora asks lightly, running her fingers through the short soft fur on Catra’s back. “Maybe one of your many published books, doctor?”
“You’re impossible.” To punctuate her point, Catra sucks one of Adora’s nipples into her mouth, releasing it after a moment with a quiet pop. Adora shudders pleasantly.
“I don’t know,” Catra continues. “Tell me if this is a dumb idea. I’ve—I guess I’ve just been thinking, lately, about you, and me, and…”
She trails off. If she says it out loud, the idea will take on a life of its own, and Catra isn’t sure she wants to surrender control of it like that. It feels wild enough already.
But there’s no chance to take back what she’s said, because Adora finishes her sentence: “…and Glimmer.”
Catra glances up at her sharply. “You knew.”
“No,” Adora says, “not until you mentioned it, but… I’ve been thinking about it too. I was probably going to bring it up when we got back to Bright Moon. I don’t really know what’s going on with the three of us lately, but I don’t think it’s going to go away on its own.”
Catra huffs a sigh, snuggling closer to Adora to mitigate her rising anxiety. “So when we get back, I guess we sit down with Sparkles and talk about how to make it go away.”
Adora hums. “Not exactly what I had in mind…”

  
    hard as rocks and nails underneath

    Glimmer’s sleep schedule wasn’t exactly the most regular during the war, but since Horde Prime’s defeat it’s been completely shot to shit. She’s grateful to have her dad back for so, so many reasons, not the least of which is having someone to take care of royal business while she sleeps the afternoons away after staying up all night.
It’s easier to work when everyone else is asleep, she tells herself, leaving Bow snoring softly to go through the stacks of paperwork in her—in the study that used to be her mom’s. Frosta wants to codify the Princess Alliance into a formal planet-wide governing body so Etheria can present a united front to the rest of the universe, and it’s not a contentious process by any means, but it’s turning out to be more complicated than anyone expected to get all the bits and pieces down in writing.
Glimmer sighs and closes a report comparing and contrasting the criminal codes of Salineas and the Kingdom of Snows and suggesting different ways they could be merged. It feels kind of petty and selfish to wish her mother were here over this, just because Angella’s centuries of political experience would be a convenient resource—but Glimmer misses her fiercely nonetheless.
The thought brings her to a decision. Enough paperwork, she decides. It’s a nice night, and no one should be around since it’s so late. She’s going to take a walk outside.

    

    Her mother isn’t buried there, obviously, but there’s a memorial for Angella in the small cemetery on the palace grounds. It’s next to the one they raised for Micah almost 20 years ago, which nobody’s really sure what to do with now. It’s been covered by a pale violet shroud for the time being. Glimmer supposes it could be put in storage until—well, hopefully they won’t need it again for decades—but she’s going to leave the final decision to Micah himself.
She doesn’t come out here often. Glimmer doesn’t feel any closer to Angella at the memorial than she does anywhere else. But it’s a very pretty statue and an excellent likeness, carved from iridescent stone by her mother’s favourite sculptor, and Glimmer likes that her mom would have liked it. Angella looks both majestic and tender, just as she was in life.
Glimmer tried talking to the statue once, like it really was her mom, but it felt weird and unsatisfying. Now, on the occasions she does visit, she just kind of… hangs out for a couple of minutes.
She supposes she’s still learning how to mourn.
It’s cool and humid out tonight, and the air smells like rain and earth and fresh blossoms. Glimmer decides she’ll stop by the kitchen for a cup of tea, or maybe hot cocoa, and try to finish reading a few more reports before sunrise. But as she turns to leave the cemetery, she sees someone standing just a few feet away.
Catra.

    

    This was one of Catra’s dumber ideas. She couldn’t sleep, again, so she decided to go for another walk—outdoors this time, following a few paths left where she’d previously turned right. When she stumbles upon the cemetery, she doesn’t think much of it, until she notices that one of the monuments is shrouded. Then, in quick succession, she realizes that the shrouded statue must be King Micah, the taller one next to it must be Queen Angella—and that’s Glimmer, the real flesh-and-blood Glimmer, standing in front of them both.
Standing in front of the monument to her mother. The monument that’s there because of Catra.
She wants to leave. She needs to leave. But her feet feel stuck to the ground, and before she can get them unstuck, Glimmer turns around and sees her. Catra flinches and feels the blood drain from her face.
“Oh,” says Glimmer softly. “Catra. Hi.”
“I’m sorry,” Catra says quickly, meaning sorry for interrupting, I’ll be going now, but her words seem to hit Glimmer like a body blow, and Catra suddenly realizes Glimmer thinks she’s apologizing for…
Damn it. Gods damn it to all twenty-seven islands of Hell. It seems incomprehensibly stupid now that Catra thought she could avoid talking to Glimmer about this. After the rescue from Horde Prime, the trip home, the final battle, the past couple of weeks of friendly co-existence and escalating sexual tension, it had just… never happened.
But Catra sees the naked emotion on Glimmer’s face, and she understands that it needs to happen. Now.
So she says it again, “I’m sorry,” more fervently this time, glancing at the statue of Angella and then back to Glimmer. Catra never had a mom—her best guess is it’s sort of like having Shadow Weaver around, but kind and caretaking instead of cruel and manipulative. She thinks about that for a minute, the magnitude of what she took away from Glimmer slowly coming to light.
Glimmer smiles weakly. “I know, Catra.”
“I—I—” Catra shakes her head. It feels like she should say more, but nothing that comes to mind seems remotely adequate.
She’s about to just say sorry a third time when Glimmer speaks again. “It’s okay,” she says softly. “I forgive you.”
Her words are kind, and her smile is a clear attempt at reassurance, but Catra can see the pain crimping the corners of her expression, and her own self-loathing boils over. “How?! How is it okay? How—how can you forgive me for what I did? Tell me! Tell me how!”
The softness in Glimmer’s demeanour evaporates. “You really want to do this, Catra?” she snarls. “Fine!” There’s that Glimmer temper, Catra thinks, and then her feet lose contact with the ground as Glimmer uses her entire body weight to shove Catra to the lawn. It’s a gentle landing on soft grass, but it’s also the most violent Glimmer’s been with her since—since everything. Catra hates it and welcomes it simultaneously.
Glimmer stands over her now, fists clenched, incandescent with fury under the light of the moons. “You’re the reason my mom is gone,” she spits. “You were selfish, and toxic, and you didn’t care who you hurt. My mom sacrificed herself to save everyone—from you. To save Adora from you. I am never going to see my mother again because you couldn’t get your fucking shit together, Catra!”
The tears in Glimmer’s eyes don’t make her look any less fearsome. Catra stares up at her, forcing herself to feel every single stab of guilt and regret in her heart, so many they blur together into a constantly disintegrating and reintegrating ache.
Everything Glimmer is saying, everything she’s said, is true. She seems to have finished for the moment, but she’s still scowling darkly at Catra.
“You’re right,” whispers Catra from the ground. “You’re right. About all of it. I’m s—I’m sorry.” Glimmer’s face contorts in a fresh surge of emotion and Catra has to look away. She remembers what Perfuma said about vulnerability and keeping her heart open. To this? she thinks. How am I supposed to bear this?
Glimmer still doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t even move. Catra’s afraid to look at her, expecting anything from a kick in the jaw to an eviction notice from Bright Moon. As badly as she wants to run away, she realizes she’d prefer the kick.
It’s silent for so long Catra loses track of time. She could have been sitting here on the grass, avoiding Glimmer’s gaze, for five minutes or an hour. When Glimmer finally tries to speak, it’s in a shaky, uneven voice—Catra can hear the immense effort she’s making to stay calm.
“Do you know what I’m the most angry about right now?” Glimmer says carefully, oh so carefully. Catra shakes her lowered head.
“I wish that Catra were here.” Even in a hushed tone, the contempt in Glimmer’s voice is devastating. Catra shakes her head again, in confusion this time. She is here. She’s right in front of Glimmer, isn’t she?
Catra dares to look up. Glimmer’s face is less angry and more… distant. Her purple eyes fix with laser focus on Catra’s yellow and blue ones. Catra shakes her head again, a silent plea for an explanation she knows she has no right to.
“The toxic Catra. The selfish one. The—the stupid self-destructive asshole who opened that portal. If she were here, I’d—” Glimmer looks down at her fists, opens and closes them once. Then she looks back at Catra, her face set in stone.
“I’d fucking kill her.”
Catra freezes.
Then Glimmer stops. Her shoulders slump, her fists relax, her face falls. She looks at Catra, her eyes brimming with pain.
“But you already killed her, didn’t you,” she says, and the pain is in her voice too, overwriting the vengeful edge of a moment ago. “On Horde Prime’s ship. And… after.”
That’s… metaphorically resonant, Catra supposes, from a certain point of view. It doesn’t feel true.
“This Catra,” Glimmer gestures to her and sighs deeply. “This Catra saved my life. And Bow’s. And Adora’s. And everyone else on Etheria. This Catra helped save the whole universe.” A shadow passes across her face. “That doesn’t make up for what you did. It doesn’t bring my mom back. But it happened too.”
Glimmer looks away for a minute, chewing her bottom lip. Then she turns back. “Would you do it again?” she asks abruptly.
“W-what,” Catra manages.
“Would you open the portal? If we were back in Hordak’s lab, right now, everything set up and ready to go—would you pull that switch again?”
Catra looks like Glimmer just asked if she’d drink raw sewage. “What?! No! Absolutely not!” she all but shrieks. A shiver of trauma courses through her body, impossible to hide, and she scrambles to pull her knees up to her chest. For a disorienting second she thinks she smells ozone. Or maybe it’s blood.
Something changes in Glimmer’s body language. She walks past Catra and Catra thinks that’s it, she’s leaving, probably forever. She ducks her head in sorrow and shame so she doesn’t have to watch her go. But Glimmer stops after just a couple of steps, and sits down on the grass, back to back with Catra.
“Is this okay?” she whispers.
Catra doesn’t think she can speak, but she leans a little into Glimmer and nods her head vigorously, hoping she’ll feel it through her back. Glimmer doesn’t move away, so she probably understands.
“I almost activated the Heart of Etheria,” Glimmer says. “Adora and Bow tried to stop me, but I pretty much told them to fuck off, and I went for it anyway. I—I’m the reason Horde Prime found us. And if I had managed to activate the Heart… I would have killed an awful lot of moms too.”
Catra makes a strangled cough of protest. It doesn’t sound like a fair comparison to her at all.
“I know it’s different,” Glimmer says, like she can read Catra’s mind. “But it’s not completely different. And if I want people to forgive me for my massive, idiotic, almost-end-of-the-world fuckups… I kind of have to forgive yours too, don’t I?” She leans back into Catra for a brief, friendly moment. Catra, who thought the “affectionate contact” era of her relationship with Glimmer was over for good, almost bursts into tears.
“Come on,” says Glimmer. “Let’s go to the kitchen. You can help me make cocoa.”
She stands up and takes Catra’s hand to help the other woman to her feet. Catra almost chokes on how unworthy of it she feels, but manages to stop short of yanking her hand away, rising carefully and trying to take deep, even breaths. Once they’re both standing, Glimmer doesn’t let go. Her hand is smaller than Adora’s, a little chubbier, much softer.
“Nobody said it was going to be easy,” Glimmer says with a gentle squeeze.
Catra almost laughs. Glimmer must have picked that saying up from Adora. She sighs at the truth of it, like she always does.
“No,” she agrees. “They sure didn’t.”

  
    how strange it is to be anything at all

    This story is dedicated to Dr. M., my therapist from 2012–2018, who saved my life and taught me more brain tricks than I could fit into my actual brain.

    

    Catra gingerly pokes a hand through the flap of the most colourful tent and waves. “Hey? Um. Hi? Perfuma?” she calls. “We said nine o’clock, right?” She withdraws her hand and rubs it awkwardly. “It is nine o’clock, right?” she mutters to herself.
“Catra!” Perfuma throws the flap aside, smiling improbably wide given who she’s talking to first thing in the morning. “Just on time. You must be getting the hang of reading our mechanical clocks!”
“Ehhh,” Catra shrugs. “I’m getting better at reading 9, anyway.”
“Well, that’s perfect for us today!” Perfuma turns, waving Catra into the tent with her.
“I was so pleased you took me up on my offer,” she continues serenely as Catra’s eyes adjust to the dimmer light inside. “Meditation’s not for everyone, and it doesn’t have to be for you, but it means a lot that you’re willing to give it a try.”
“Yeah,” Catra says, looking around, “definitely no promises. But… you’re really good at staying chill. If meditation’s how you got that way, I could… I could probably use some of that.”
Perfuma looks at her fondly. “Let’s see what we can do. Now, I wasn’t sure how you’d prefer to sit, but I’ve got a few chairs in here, some cushions, some carpet if you want to sit right on the ground… I’ve got a little wooden stool too, but nobody ever likes that one—what matters most is that you’re comfortable, so it’s easier to sit still for a little while.”
“It’s, uh, it’s not easy for me to sit still. I should probably tell you that up front.”
“Oh, that’s fine,” Perfuma says. “But it will be a little easier if you’re set up comfortably.”
“Right,” Catra says. “Makes sense. Okay.”
They try a few different things, Perfuma coaxing Catra through some simple breathing exercises to see how she relaxes into each. It turns out Catra’s most comfortable sitting cross-legged on the floor. “How traditional!” Perfuma says, clasping her hands together.
How is she always so happy? Catra wonders. She wonders so hard she ends up asking it aloud. “So like, I get that meditation calms you down or whatever. But how are you always so happy? That’s more than just calm.”
Perfuma seems pleasantly surprised by the question. She sits down across from Catra. “Happy is different from calm, yes,” she says. “Not everyone gets that right away. I can tell you the secret to happiness, if you want me to.”
Catra side-eyes her. “You know the secret to happiness.”
Perfuma laughs and laughs. It reminds Catra of birdsong. She feels an unexpected ring of pride that she got a genuine laugh out of the princess.
“Okay, okay, you got me. I can’t tell you the secret to all happiness. But I can tell you the secret to my happiness.”
Catra kind of believes her. “W-would it work for me?”
Perfuma thinks for a moment, then nods. “Probably. It’s easy to explain, but it takes a lot of work to make happen—I mean a lot of work. Daily effort, you know?”
Catra remembers that Perfuma’s from the extremely laid-back kingdom of Goodsmellia (or something), and her definition of “daily effort” probably looks comatose compared to someone who grew up in the Horde. She’ll be fine. “Lay it on me.”
“Here it is: you have to look for things to be happy about.”
Catra… doesn’t get it. Perfuma can read it on her face.
“Happiness doesn’t come and find me, Catra. I go out looking for it and I drag it home with me!” She giggles.
Catra tries to take her seriously, but it sounds like she’s babbling nonsense. “Is this a riddle? What’s the secret to going out and looking for happiness, then? How do you, like… capture it? Do—do you bring it home in a sack?”
Perfuma’s brow furrows. “I’m not explaining this right. Let me start over.” Catra shrugs in agreement. Perfuma seems to lose herself in thought for a moment, then nods and returns her attention to Catra.
“Catra,” she says decisively. “You’re a very practical person.”
“I—guess so? Thanks?”
“Oh, it’s a good thing,” Perfuma says. “The world needs practical people. But I think that means I should give you practical advice instead of, um,” she giggles, “flowery metaphors.”
Catra stares. “You… you did not just… Perfuma, that was terrible.”
Perfuma just flutters her eyelashes. “So! Practical advice for happiness, piece the first. Ready?”
This should be good, Catra thinks. “Ready.”
"I keep a daily journal. I write down what I did each day, who I saw, and how I felt about it. Journaling is helpful in all kinds of ways, but my actual advice is just part of that practice. I call it gratitude journaling.
“Basically, each day, I write down seven things I’m grateful for, and why. I try not to list any one thing more than once a week—I’m grateful for flowers and sunshine and Scorpia every day, of course, but the idea is to—”
“To keep finding new ones,” Catra says. She gets it. She doesn’t know if it would work for her yet, but she’s starting to understand the idea. “So—correct me if I’m wrong—a journal is kind of like… a mission log, or an action report, like we had to fill out in the Horde.” Not that Catra had ever filled hers out, but she was more familiar with those concepts than “journal.”
“Oh!” says Perfuma. “If that’s your frame of reference—your daily journal would be less technical, I suppose, but yes, it’s the same idea. Recording what happened so you can understand it better, and learn from it later.”
“Okay, so I write… whatever, stuff about my day, did this and that and felt sad and shit, and then I list seven things… that I’m grateful for.”
Perfuma giggles. “I hope you feel better than ‘sad and shit’ at least some of the time, but you get it.”
“And if I have to do that every day…” Catra wants to see if she can work this out for herself before Perfuma explains it to her. “I’m going to end up spending a lot of time thinking about those things, whatever those things are that I’m grateful for. And I’ll probably start making the list in my head earlier in the day, before I write it down, so I don’t have to think of seven things all at once…”
Perfuma is nodding encouragement, hands clasped in her lap, but Catra sees how tightly they’re folded and thinks Perfuma’s trying not to clap with joy. She appreciates the effort.
“And if I’m spending that much time thinking about stuff I’m grateful for, like—like Adora, and Melog, and clothes that aren’t a Horde uniform—that’s time I’m not spending thinking about, like… bad stuff. And since it makes me happy to think about those things…”
Her eyes light up. “Holy shit, Perfuma. I think you might be a genius.”
Perfuma loses her struggle not to start clapping. “Catra! That was amazing! I think you might be the genius here.”
Catra rolls her shoulders awkwardly, deflecting the compliment. “Nah. It just makes sense once you think about it.”
The full force of Perfuma’s lovely, genuine smile is really something up close. “Well. If you decide to give that a try some time, I think I have a blank journal or two around here somewhere. No pressure.”
Catra nods. “Maybe I’ll… I’ll take one with me when I go.”
Perfuma beams. “Perfect.”

    

    Twenty minutes of attempted meditation later, neither of them are smiling.
“Okay,” Perfuma says, rubbing her palms together like she’s about to perform manual labour. “Let’s get practical about this.”
Catra lowers her face into her hands. “Is that not what we were doing? How can you ‘practical’ my brain into shutting the fuck up for five seconds?”
“Ohhhh,” says Perfuma suddenly. “I get it. I get what you’re not getting. I know how to explain this! Okay, listen to me.”
Catra listens. At least she’s allowed to open her eyes for this part.
“You work out, right?” Perfuma’s eyes flick up and down Catra’s arms, bare in the sleeveless t-shirt she stole from her girlfriend’s dresser this morning. Catra has plenty of her own clothes at Bright Moon by now, but who cares about those when she can wear Adora’s?
“I… do. Yes, I work out. So?”
“So, this kind of meditation is a lot like lifting weights.”
Catra blinks a couple of times. “I don’t believe you.”
“It’s true! Think about what you’re doing: you’re trying to clear your mind, but all these thoughts keep rushing back in, and you have to acknowledge and let go of each one, which takes a lot of effort at first.”
“Yeah,” says Catra sulkily, “and they keep coming back! I’m never going to have an empty head!”
Oof. She’s real glad she didn’t say that in front of Adora. Perfuma doesn’t even take the bait; Adora would never let her live it down.
“That’s true,” says Perfuma. “And you’re never going to be able to hold a 100-pound barbell over your head all day, either. But that’s not the point of lifting weights, is it? It’s repetition, reps and sets. Every thought you push away—that’s one rep. You’re not lifting the weights to keep them up in the air forever. You’re training your muscles, so they get stronger.”
It’s like they’re finally speaking the same language. Catra feels that click of understanding again. “So I do all these… meditation reps, and my mind gets stronger? So I can… what, lift more thoughts?” Oh. Oh. “So I can stay in better control of my… ‘difficult’ thoughts. Because I’ve been practicing over and over on the easy ones.”
Perfuma’s nearly vibrating with pride. It’s embarrassing.
“So how long does it take to work?” Catra asks.
Perfuma shrugs. “How long does weightlifting take to work?”
“Oh. Right. Huh.”
“It’s… something for your long-term well being. Like—well, like working out, or a healthy diet. You make it part of your life. The benefits come in time.”
“Make it part of my life,” Catra repeats. She looks off into the distance. “You wanna know something, princess? I don’t think I’ve ever done a single thing in my life for my long-term well being. ‘Long-term’? That’s—that’s the future.”
Perfuma touches her wrist, very gently, just with her fingertips. “And you felt like futures were for other people.”
It’s not the exact words Catra would have used, but the sentiment is so hideously familiar that she physically recoils to hear it from someone else’s mouth. “Wha—how—”
“A lot of people who’ve struggled with suicide feel that way,” Perfuma continues, so very, very gently. “Even in recovery. You can want to live today and still not know how to care about next year.”
Catra’s throat feels like it’s closing up. She draws the deepest breath she can and barely manages to speak. “How… how do you…”
“When I was 12, the first time,” says Perfuma simply. “And again when I was 15.”
It takes way too long for Catra to figure that one out. When she does, it hits her like a cargo caravan. “You—”
“You’re not alone, Catra, that’s my point,” Perfuma says. She touches Catra’s wrist again, light as a petal. “Okay? You’re not alone.”

    

    Perfuma is digging through a chest for the empty journal she swears is in there when a thought occurs to Catra. It’s big, and scary, but she’s wrestled with a few big scary thoughts lately.
“Hey,” she says. “Don’t worry about the book for a sec.”
Perfuma looks over her shoulder. “What’s up?”
Catra decides to just be honest about what she’s feeling. That’s the kind of thing Perfuma will approve of, right? “I want to ask you something, there’s k-kind of something I need help with, but… I feel bad asking for more from you. You’ve already done a lot for me.”
“You want to ask me for help?” Perfuma cocks her head. “Catra. Please ask me.”
“I think… I think I need… to talk about something. With someone who isn’t Adora, or Glimmer, or—or Bow. But who also isn’t a magic alien space cat.” Perfuma smiles. Of course she does. Everyone loves Melog. Only because they can’t hear how insufferably right Melog is all the time, in Catra’s opinion.
“Tell you what,” says Perfuma. “I’ll put some tea on, and we can talk.”
She has a little kitchenette area in her tent, including a tea kettle on a magic-fueled hot plate. “This will only take a few minutes,” she says as she fusses with the water and the leaves. “Tell me what you need.”
“Okay,” Catra says. Perfuma’s making tea; there’s no backing out now. “I think Adora and I are going to sleep with Glimmer.”
To Perfuma’s immense credit, she barely blinks. “Hmm. That’s an interesting way to phrase that.”
“W-what do you mean?”
“‘I think we’re going to sleep with her.’ Not ‘we want to sleep with her,’ or ‘we’ve decided to.’ You just ‘think’ it’s going to happen. Just… happen to you. Like weather.”
“I… I don’t understand, is that important? The way I said it?”
Perfuma shrugs. “Maybe not. I just noticed there wasn’t much agency for you in there, the way you said it. Or for Adora. Or Glimmer.”
Catra goes still. “We—we’re going to ask her first!”
“Oh! Oh no! No no no!” says Perfuma. “That’s not at all what I meant! Gosh, I’m so sorry. I mean… okay, so. You think it’s going to happen. Do you want it to happen?”
Catra thinks. She does… doesn’t she? This tension between her and Glimmer didn’t come from nowhere, and it’s turned into an itch she really wants to scratch. And Adora’s super into the idea of watching them, and Catra’s super into anything that gets Adora that revved up. She’s even intrigued by the idea of watching Adora and Glimmer together, her initial tiny grain of jealousy having turned into a pearl of something very different. And that’s not to mention what the three of them could get up to together…
“Yes,” she says. “I want it. Adora wants it. We’re pretty sure Glimmer wants it, and if she doesn’t—no harm done.”
“And Bow?” Perfuma asks.
“You saw him at the party. He’s crazy about her and he knows she’s crazy about him. I don’t think Glimmer messing around with us would bother him. And if it would, we call it off—like I said, no harm done.”
“That does sound like Bow,” Perfuma agrees. “Okay, so, the three of you all seem to want this, no one’s going to get hurt… you still seem to have a lot of anxiety about it, though.”
“Yeah, I just… I think I just…” Catra winces with effort. She’s going to have to ask for what she needs again. Maybe one day that won’t feel like trying to pull her own teeth. “I think I just need you to tell me that it’s okay? To want this? To… to maybe get it, too? I’m so fucking happy with Adora, but every minute of every day I have to scream at myself internally that yes, I do deserve this, yes, I’m allowed to want this, yes, this is really happening.” Fuck, she’s crying. Perfuma hands her a handkerchief from, apparently, nowhere. Catra takes it. “It already feels like so much. And now I want more? What’s wrong with me?”
“Ohh. Oh, Catra.” Did I really used to think Perfuma’s voice was annoying? Right now Catra’s ears are drinking it in. She could listen to Perfuma read an inventory manifest. “I could tell you that you deserve everything you want and more, but the words wouldn’t really help, would they.”
Catra shakes her head no, feeling ungrateful. “Not really. But I’d love some more of that practical advice, if—if you got any.”
“What if I told you there’s no such thing as ‘deserving’? Too abstract?”
Catra startles. “That’s what Melog says! All the time!”
“Awww!” exclaims Perfuma. “I knew that was a smart kitty.” Catra rolls her eyes.
“I hear that a lot from Melog,” Catra says again, “but it doesn’t change the way I feel.”
Perfuma nods. “That might be another one of those long-term goals. How about this for now: what does Adora think you deserve?”
“Wh—Adora?”
“Yeah.” Perfuma smiles and waits for an answer.
“Uh… I guess if you asked her… she’d probably say something like ‘love.’ And, like… I don’t know, ‘forgiveness.’ Probably, I guess. That sounds like her.”
“Do you think that Adora thinks that you deserve Glimmer? In the way you’re talking about wanting her.”
Catra’s slowly starting to feel like she’s being backed into a corner. “I think… Adora probably thinks I do, sure, yeah. I see what you’re doing here.”
Perfuma smiles even more sweetly. “And do you trust Adora?”
Catra narrows her eyes. “This is psychological warfare.”
“Call it what you want. Answer the question.” Catra’s eyes widen a little. Damn, Perfuma.
“Yes,” she groans. “Yes, yes, yes, of course I trust Adora. I trust her more than…”
More than whom? Perfuma asks with only her eyebrows. Give me a fucking break, Catra thinks in exasperation. How did I walk right into this?
“I trust her more than I trust myself,” she finishes in a monotone, jaw clenched, feeling somehow both defeated and victorious.
Perfuma claps again, delighted. She’s even worse than Melog, Catra decides.

    

    “So I heard you and Scorpia talked.”
Catra sips her tea. It tastes like grass. It’s not the worst. “Yeah,” she sighs. “We talked.”
“She said it went well.”
“It did,” Catra says, still in the same tone of voice.
“And I don’t know if she said it then, but she told me she’s forgiven you. I said she had a big heart, didn’t I?”
“The biggest,” Catra agrees morosely.
“But…?” Perfuma prompts.
Catra looks down into her mug. The tea kind of looks like grass, too. What if I’m just… drinking grass? She shrugs and takes another sip. “I don’t suppose you have any practical advice about me forgiving myself?”
Perfuma brushes the back of Catra’s hand where it’s resting on the table. She’s nearly as tactile as Adora, but in a completely different way—barely there, but also indisputably there. “That’s a big one,” she says sympathetically. “Let’s make a plan to talk about it next time.”

    

    As she’s leaving the tent, Catra hesitates. “Perfuma… thank you. For—everything today. I… listen, do I owe you an apology? For—”
Perfuma shakes her head. “You’ve already apologized to me, Catra.”
“Wait—what? I did? When?”
“With your actions. I’ve been watching you since Adora brought you back, you know. Not in a creepy way or anything—I think we all have.” More than fair, Catra thinks. “And I’ve seen the effort you’re putting in. I’ve seen you make mistakes, and I’ve seen you make amends for them, and I’ve seen you work to avoid making those same mistakes again.”
Catra stands there, stunned. “Y-you have?”
“Catra,” Perfuma says, nothing but kindness in her voice. “We all have.”

  
    come on, let’s get complicated

    chapter 1
do brave deeds, and do endure

    Bow is working on a new design for archery-based fireworks when Glimmer gingerly enters his workshop. “I’m not interrupting, am I?” she asks from the door.
“Nah,” he says with a smile, “just tinkering. Come on in.” He stands up to give her a hug and a kiss, which she accepts gleefully. There’s still a frisson of novelty every time they touch, and they both find it intoxicating.
“What’s on your mind?” Bow asks as he settles back down into his chair, smiling up at her standing over him. He likes it when Glimmer seems taller than him, she discovered recently. They’ve been doing a lot of kissing on staircases since then.
Glimmer winces a little. “So you know that girls’ night that Catra and Adora and I are having tonight?”
“Sure. You mentioned it yesterday.”
“Right. Well… I don’t know, I bumped into them today and…” Her mouth twists a little. “I think they might be planning a, uh, an encore? Of the other night. From the—at the party? But just the three of us. Tonight.”
Bow’s eyebrows skyrocket. “You think… Catra and Adora are planning to seduce you?”
Glimmer nods.
“Okayyy,” Bow continues. “Let’s circle back to why you think so and just say they are for a minute. How would you feel about that?”
“What?! No, Bow! How do I feel about it? How do you feel about it! You’re—I’m your—” She looks miserable. “I’m yours, aren’t I?”
He clasps her hands tightly. “Glimmer. I’m yours, and you’re mine. It’s you and me all the way, just like it always has been. But—you’re not ‘mine’ because I’m the only person you’re ever, you know, intimate with.” He reaches up to caress her cheek. “That’s part of our relationship too, a part I’m a big fan of—” He winks and she thwacks his arm affectionately. “—but we’re so much more than that, too.”
“So, wow, okay, wait,” Glimmer sounds like she’s trying not to melt into a lovestruck puddle. “You’re saying if I did hook up with Adora and Catra…”
Bow shrugs. “I guess I just feel like… that’s more about your relationship with them than it is about me. When it comes to the two of us, I know where we stand. Just like I always have. Does that make sense?”
Glimmer nods again slowly. “I… I think so. Oh, Bow. I love you so much.”
He grins up at her. “I love you so much. Do you want to talk about how you feel about this… potential seduction situation?”
She closes her eyes and sighs, then opens them again. “I gotta be honest with you. It’s hard to even wrap my head around.”
“I bet,” he chuckles kindly. “Do you want to talk about why you think they’re planning it?”
“I… yeah. Yeah, okay.” She shifts her weight a little. “So I went for a run with Catra this morning, and she was acting totally normal until we got back and started talking about tonight, and then… I don’t know. She got really flirty for a minute.”
“Well, it’s Catra,” says Bow. “She flirts with you constantly.”
Glimmer flushes pink. “Wh—” She looks left, then right, then down at her feet. “I—I guess. This felt different, though. Usually she’s teasing me—or Adora—or both of us—so she can, like, laugh at our reaction. But I, um, I definitely reacted, and she definitely didn’t laugh this time. She got all flustered too and left in a hurry.”
Bow hums thoughtfully.
“Then I saw Adora a little later and she seemed super nervous. But like… happy nervous? Like a little kid the night before Solstice. And then we hugged and said ‘see you tonight’ and… gods, Bow, I don’t know, maybe I’m reading too much into it, but Adora doesn’t usually hug me like that. Not if we’re just saying hello and goodbye. Her—” Glimmer’s blush deepens. “Her hips were like… right up against me. And she, uh… kissed my neck? Right here?” She lifts up her hair and touches a spot just under her ear.
Bow’s eyebrows go up to about 75%. “Okay, well, you could have led with ‘Adora kissed my neck.’ That one’s pretty convincing. She’s never done that before, right?”
“No! No way.”
“Hmm,” says Bow. He thinks for a few seconds. “You know, you might be onto something.”
Glimmer makes an exasperated noise, as though part of her had been hoping Bow would say, “It’s obviously all in your head, you complete bisexual disaster.”
Bow takes her right hand in both of his and gently kisses the back of her knuckles. “You can say no. If they do ask and you don’t want to.”
“I know. And I know they’d be okay with that. But I don’t think—I mean, I do think—I think I do? Want to. If that’s what’s really going on here and I’m not just being… horny and delusional.” Bow nods sympathetically.
“I had a lot of fun the other night,” Glimmer continues, not without hesitation. “Messing around with Catra and getting Adora all… you know.” Bow laughs fondly at the memory; it had been fun to watch, too. “And I did have that tiny little crush on Adora back in the day, and…” She pauses. “Can I tell you a secret?”
“Of course.”
“I always kind of thought Catra was really hot,” she whispers, squeezing her eyes shut in embarrassment. She feels another tender kiss on her hands and opens her eyes. Bow is grinning at her like she hung every single one of Etheria’s moons.
“Really! You don’t say,” he quips.
Glimmer’s jaw drops. “You knew?!”
He raises his hands in mock defence. “I’m just saying, even Adora never cast Catra as a sexy femme fatale in our battle simulations.”
“Okay, that’s it,” Glimmer says, and climbs fully into Bow’s lap, straddling him on the chair. He doesn’t quite manage to conceal a happy gasp. “Remember I told you Catra and I had a little chat the other night?” she says, lips mere inches from his.
Speechless, Bow can only nod.
“Remember what I was doing earlier that night?”
His eyes slowly widen, and he nods again. Glimmer leans in even closer.
“Well. Catra figured out what was going on pretty much right away. Know how?” As Bow shakes his head, entranced, Glimmer swoops around and puts her mouth right against the shell of his ear. “She said she could smell you on me,” she breathes, and bites his earlobe hard. Bow groans and arches up into her.
“So I’ve decided what I’m going to do,” Glimmer says at a normal volume, pulling away slightly with a wicked grin.
“O-oh?” Bow replies, voice cracking a little.
“I’m gonna go to this ‘girls’ night.’ If Catra and Adora want to fool around, we’ll fool around. And then I’ll come home and tell you all about it.” A small moan of approval escapes him. “But first…”
Glimmer places her small, warm hand over his heart, then slowly slides it down over the muscles of his chest, over his abs, over his belt. Then lower, until he sucks in a sharp breath through his teeth.
Almost everything with Glimmer feels both old and new in the best way possible. The romantic (and, ah, sexual) aspect of their relationship hadn’t replaced anything; it was a beautiful addition to what they’d been building their whole lives. Even if they’d never kissed before, even if they’d never really considered kissing each other until recently, everything “new” felt in some way familiar, and fit just right.
But the tone of Glimmer’s voice as she takes hold of him… he’s never heard anything like it from her. That’s definitely new.
“I’m going to end up smelling like you again,” Glimmer all but growls, and the feeling that washes over him, body and soul, is indescribable. “Guess we’re going to have to take a shower later.”

    

    “We’ve got about 15 minutes until Glimmer gets here,” says Adora. “Do you think everything’s ready?”
Catra looks around their room. “Close enough. We’ve got popcorn for watching RuneFlix, blankets for cuddling, that sparkly crap you two like to drink, something that actually tastes good for me…” She turns her gaze back to Adora, whose “casual” smile is almost, but not quite, convincing.
“Nervous?” Catra asks, squeezing Adora’s arm.
“I mean… yeah, aren’t you?” Adora says. “I’m not expecting a catastrophe, but… the stakes feel really high. And I hate not knowing what’s going to happen.” She frowns and shifts her weight from foot to foot.
Okay, Catra thinks. I can do this. I helped Glimmer the other night, didn’t I? She grabs Adora and pulls her into a hug.
“Here’s what’s going to happen,” she says, as much to herself as Adora. “Sparkles is going to come over and hang out with us. If things get… you know, ‘interesting’ again, we’ll put the brakes on and talk it through first. And if they don’t, we have a nice chill night with our friend.”
This seems to soothe Adora, at least a little bit, and she relaxes into Catra’s arms. “You’re right,” she says with a sigh.
Catra lets out a satisfied mrrrr. “Say that again.”
“Hmph. No.”
When they pull apart, Adora has a different kind of thoughtful look on her face. “Do you think Glimmer knows? What we’re… thinking might happen tonight?”
Catra tries to drag the blood back into her cheeks by sheer force of will, but feels her face heat up as she fails. “I, uh. We went for a run this morning and I might have… made a joke about us getting all sweaty together.”
Adora snorts. “You make jokes like that all the time.”
“Yeah, but it really got to her today. And seeing it get to her really got to me, and there was definitely… a Moment.”
“Hmm.” Adora suddenly remembers something. “Um. I might have had… a little Moment with her too. After that supply lines meeting?”
“The one me and Perfuma skipped,” Catra says.
Adora nods. “I wish I had too. It was so boring. But anyway, afterwards I went to just give Glimmer a hug and say see you later, and… I might have overdone it. A little.”
Catra’s heart quickens. “How exactly did you ‘overdo’ it?”
“I hugged her and she just—she felt so good, so soft and—and I started thinking about… you know…” She blushes and ducks her head. It’s way too cute, in Catra’s opinion. “Everything, I guess. You and her, me and her… you and me and her,” she finishes tentatively, and Catra smiles.
“And my face was all squished into her neck and I wasn’t even planning to but I kind of… gave her a little kiss.”
“A little kiss,” repeats Catra. “On the neck.”
“Y-yeah.”
It’s Catra’s turn to snort with laughter. “Okay, hurry up then. We need to make a banner before she gets here that says ‘WELCOME TO THE THREESOME,’ since that’s the direction you seem to want to go with this.”
“Catra!” Adora, cheeks and ears now at maximum redness, gives her girlfriend a playful—but forceful—shove. “You’re the one who got to really make out with her. I’m playing catch-up here.”
“Oh, very interesting,” Catra purrs as she watches Adora’s pupils dilate. “Is that what you want to do tonight? ‘Catch up’?” In a flash she’s right next to Adora, lips to her left ear. “I did get to make out with her. I remember. You watched.” The tiny whimper that escapes the back of Adora’s throat might be the best thing Catra’s ever heard. “Is it my turn to watch now?” she asks, knowing Adora’s much too flustered to actually answer. “My turn to watch you put your mouth all over—”
“Catra,” Adora rasps her name, breathing heavily as she gently pushes her girlfriend away. “You gotta stop. She’s going to be here any minute.” Adora tucks a loose piece of blonde hair behind her ear, a shy habit Catra’s seen all her life, and takes a shaky, centring breath. “You’re not wrong, though,” she mumbles quickly, and Catra grins with all her teeth.
This is going to be fun.

  
    chapter 2
you won’t get used to it (but you will live through it)

    Right on time, there’s the faint sound of teleporting from the hallway and a knock on their door. When it had just been Adora’s room, Glimmer would have walked (or even teleported) right in—Adora never minded, personal space wasn’t really a thing in the Horde either—but now that Catra’s living with Adora, there’s an unspoken understanding about announcing herself first.
Catra shoves Adora towards the door when she hears the knock. Adora rolls her eyes over her shoulder, but goes to open it anyway.
“Hey, Glimmer,” she says, trying for a normal smile. “Come on in.” Adora’s stomach is so full of butterflies it’s taking an effort worthy of She-Ra herself to keep her voice steady. She stands aside to let Glimmer pass and closes the door behind her.
“Hey, Sparkles. Welcome to the—girls’ night.” Thank all the gods Glimmer is looking at Catra when Catra says that, because Adora’s heart almost stops. She really thought Catra was going to say “threesome” for a second.
“Hey yourselves,” says Glimmer. “How’s it going?”
Adora looks over at Catra. Honesty’s important and everything, but maybe they should at least sit down first?
Catra seems to agree. “Great,” she answers, her casual drawl far more convincing than anything Adora could have produced. “I hear I missed one boring-ass meeting this afternoon.”
Glimmer groans in agreement. “Too bad the queen doesn’t get to skip meetings. I know supply lines are important, especially now that we don’t have to worry about defending them against the Horde and can really start to expand, but ugh. I could barely stay awake.”
Then she looks over her shoulder and smiles. “At least I had poor Adora.” Glimmer licks her lips just slightly, and Adora remembers their encounter after the meeting, the unbelievably soft skin of Glimmer’s neck under her impulsive kiss.
Is she teasing me? Adora suddenly wonders. Is she teasing us? Is this…
Catra yanks her eyes back from where she’s been staring at Glimmer’s mouth. “Drinks!” she says much too loudly, “I’ll get us some. I got that horrible bubbly stuff you like, Sparkles.” Nervously flicking her eyes toward the bottles chilling in a bucket on the sideboard, Catra misses Glimmer’s satisfied smirk.
“It’s not horrible,” Glimmer laughs, “but that’s sweet of you to remember, Catra. I’d love some.”
“Well, you know!” Catra says, her voice oddly high-pitched as she heads towards the bucket, enameled in shades of purple and enchanted with a simple cooling spell. “You’re our guest!”
Adora nudges Glimmer. “Don’t mind Catra,” she says quietly. “This… domestic stuff is new for her. We haven’t really had a guest together before. She’s trying extra hard.”
“Awww,” says Glimmer as softly as she can. “I can tell.”
Catra comes back with two pink beverage bottles, which she hands to Glimmer and Adora, and a green one for herself. She takes a satisfied sip and shakes her head at their choice of refreshment. “I seriously don’t understand how you can enjoy that.”
“It’s delicious!” Adora says at the same time Glimmer protests, “It’s my favourite!” They look at each other and laugh, but Catra’s the only one who sees them both turn away with a blush. Her heart skips a beat and for one terrifying split-second she thinks she’s forgotten the thread of the conversation, but then she picks it back up again.
“The bubbles hurt my tongue,” Catra scoffs.
“Well,” says Glimmer, the picture of innocence. “We definitely don’t want that.”
Some of the bubbles in question nearly go up Adora’s nose.
They sit down together on the squashy purple couch, Catra somehow finding herself between Adora and Glimmer. Keep it together, Catra thinks. Look at all the terrifying shit you’ve done in the past few weeks. You can manage to kiss a couple of girls without falling apart.
Glimmer snuggles up against her side and objectively it’s not any different from the way she’s been with Catra since—since she came back, full of friendly affection and more than happy to show it. She’s warm and cuddly and smells fresh and clean, and Catra wants her so badly it almost feels like a stomachache. She fumbles for Adora’s hand on her opposite side, grasping it tightly for moral support. Adora squeezes back.
“We could, uh,” Adora starts, and maybe she’s not coming to Catra’s rescue, exactly, but it’s close enough. “We could watch something on RuneFlix, or…?”
Catra feels Glimmer’s thoughtful hum vibrate through her own ribcage. “That sounds like fun,” says the princess, and Catra isn’t sure where she was supposed to hear the emphasis in that sentence. “I mean, if that’s what you guys want to do.” Glimmer shrugs, and Catra feels the swell of Glimmer’s breast press into her arm—accidentally? The few square inches of sensation fill her entire awareness.
“I’m up for anything tonight,” Glimmer finishes with a neutral-sounding little giggle.
She’s fucking around with us, Catra realizes with a mixture of horror and pride. She knows. She glances to her other side and meets Adora’s gaze. There are bright spots of colour high on Adora’s cheeks; her pupils are blown wide and Catra sees her nervously chew her lip.
Glimmer snuggles even closer to Catra, and with that shift in position Catra can suddenly feel Glimmer’s pulse. It’s racing. Just like Catra’s. Just, Catra knows without even having to check, like Adora’s.
On one hand, this anticipation is like nothing Catra’s ever felt before, like she’s suspended over the edge of a mile-high waterfall, like she’s a steel cable pulled beyond its maximum tension, creaking dangerously.
On the other hand, time spent pretending they’re not going to do this, when they’re clearly going to do this, is time they’re not spending… well. Doing it.
Okay, Catra decides. Enough is enough.
She’s still holding Adora’s hand. She gives it three quick squeezes, Adora gives three back, and then Catra puts her other hand very deliberately on Glimmer’s upper thigh.
“I… might have a better idea,” Catra says.

    

    Glimmer knows she was right about her friends’ intentions the second she walks into their room. Adora’s eyes are too bright and her smile is genuine, but also twitchy and erratic; Catra’s voice switches randomly between a casual mumble and a tense shout. They’re nervous, she thinks, The good kind of nervous. But like really nervous. It’s a little surprising, and a lot endearing, and Glimmer’s heart overflows with more love than she thought could fit in her whole body.
It had occurred to Glimmer just as she’d left her room that she’s already had sex twice today—once in Bow’s workshop, and again with him in the shower—and a month ago, that scenario alone would have been more than she could have imagined. Now she’s about to do this on the very same day. She wonders happily what’s happened to her life.
Glimmer decides she’s going to tease them. Just a little. It makes her tingle to invoke the memory of Adora’s lips against her neck from earlier, but it makes Adora nearly trip over her own feet. Catra’s ten-thousandth complaint about carbonated beverages sets Glimmer up for an innuendo so perfect she almost can’t believe it. And when they sit down together on the couch, Glimmer wastes no time invading Catra’s personal space.
She’s just thinking she doesn’t have the patience to keep this up much longer when she feels Catra touch her leg. Not a quick, casual prod to get her attention—Catra’s whole hand is flat against her and stays there, in the ambiguous zone between “thigh” and “inner thigh.”
“I might have a better idea,” Catra says, and Glimmer’s stomach does a complete somersault. If she suggests a board game right now, I’m going to throw her out the fucking window. But then Catra moves her hand a short but meaningful inch higher, into undisputable “inner thigh” territory, and Glimmer can’t help but suck in a quick breath. Catra laughs—not unkindly—and then Adora laughs, and the tension in the room transmutes to something entirely different.
“By the godsdamned moons,” Glimmer says, “you’d better mean what I think you mean.” Feeling reckless and bold, she takes hold of Catra’s hand and moves it another tiny increment up and in.
Adora sighs so hard with relief Glimmer thinks she might flop right off the couch, and turns so she’s facing them both. Her eyes go wide when she sees where Catra’s hand is, but she scrambles to regain her composure. “To be clear, what we mean is…” Uncertainty creeps into her expression, and she stops there.
“We’ve been driving each other crazy,” Catra picks up where Adora trailed off. “You and me, you and Adora. There’s… something going on here, I think we all feel it, and we—me and Adora, I mean—we want to see where it goes. With you. If you want.” She squeezes Glimmer’s thigh, reassuring and suggestive in equal measure. “Tonight. If you want.”
“And it’s fine if you don’t want to,” Adora jumps in, “completely fine. We are so sorry if we read this wrong, and we—we never have to mention it again. We both love you, Glimmer, and our friendship is the most important thing.” Catra, hand steady, nods a firm endorsement.
Glimmer sits up straight and turns sideways so they can both see her face, Catra’s hand reluctantly slipping away from her thigh. Her skin feels cool in its absence.
“Adora, Catra,” she says, “you definitely didn’t read this wrong. We have been driving each other crazy, and—and—” She tilts her head, and with a burst of internal effort, tries to shove a flirty attitude through the bars of her encroaching shyness. “I want to see where this goes, too. With you two. With the three of—of us.”
Bow and Glimmer have been an “us” since they were little kids. So, she supposes, have Adora and Catra, give or take that three-year gap, and never moreso since the Heart of Etheria. “Us” has meant Glimmer and Adora, too, not to mention Bow and Glimmer and Adora, and Glimmer even thinks she and Catra became their own “us” on Horde Prime’s ship.
But hearing that plural pronoun encompassing her, Catra, and Adora in… whatever this new configuration they’re building together is… it sounds like a brand new word.
“Good,” says Adora. “Good. That’s—oh, what a relief.” She leans across Catra to take Glimmer’s hand. “I’ve been so nervous.”
“She really has,” Catra confirms, dodging a jab to the ribs.
“So, um…” Adora continues with a lot less levity, “before we…” She sighs. “We need to talk about Bow, right?” Catra nods solemnly, and they both look at Glimmer, apparently waiting for her to begin.
Glimmer smiles almost ear to ear. “Bow happens to think this is a terrific idea.”
Adora brightens, but she doesn’t seem overly surprised—she knows Bow better than Catra does, and he’d certainly been enthusiastically supportive of their Spin the Bottle antics. Catra’s expression, though, scrunches up a little.
“He does?” she blurts out. Glimmer wonders if this feels too good to be true for Catra. She knows Catra had to scratch and claw and suffer for every scrap of happiness she ever got, and realizes that no matter how okay Catra may feel about sharing Adora with Glimmer, she doesn’t dare imagine someone would be willing to share anything or anyone with her.
“He does,” Glimmer confirms. “We had a long talk about it.” Three long talks and a short one, actually, or two if you count their “conversation” in the shower this afternoon.
The look on Catra’s face isn’t disbelief, exactly—it looks like she’s afraid of the fact that she does believe Glimmer.
Adora wraps an arm around Catra’s shoulder and gives her a half-hug. “You know what Bow is like.”
“Exactly,” Glimmer says. “He loves me. He loves Adora. And he loves you too, silly. The three of us… well, you know,” she blushes, not sure how to characterize what’s happening just yet. “He’s happy for us. He’s happy for me. He says it’s a three-of-us thing,” she waves her hand to encompass them all on the couch. “It doesn’t affect me-and-him, not the way he sees it.”
She finishes with a happy, lovestruck smile, and Catra blinks as she absorbs everything. Is Bow’s reaction really any different than how Catra feels about Adora and Glimmer? Or, for that matter, Glimmer and Bow? It occurs to her that if this goes well, there’s a chance she might end up thinking of Glimmer as her girlfriend, too—enormity of that concept aside, does it bother her that her girlfriend and Bow would still be a thing?
Catra realizes it doesn’t. She has no interest in imagining them naked together, in stunning contrast to her feelings about Adora and Glimmer, but if she considers their sex life as, like, an abstract concept? The only thing she really feels about it is Way to go, Sparkles, get some. And if Catra thinks about the two of them being all lovey-dovey in front of her, as they’ll no doubt continue to be, it’s just… cute.
No, Catra corrects herself. It’s not “cute.” It’s a hilarious opportunity to tease them until they’re both so flustered and/or exasperated they can’t even defend themselves. But to be fair, in Catra’s books, that still counts as approval.
“Okay,” Catra says at last. “That’s… that’s good.”
“That’s really good,” Adora chimes in. Glimmer just smiles at them both.
It hangs in the air, no one quite willing to burst the bubble of this essentially perfect moment and venture forward into less certain waters. Then Glimmer leans forward and kisses Catra on the lips, pulling back with just a flick of her tongue before Catra can even process what’s happening. As Catra shivers and sputters, Glimmer leans further still—making sure to press her breasts as fully against Catra as she can—to capture Adora’s mouth in a longer, sloppier kiss.
Glimmer leans back but reaches out immediately, taking Adora’s hand in one of hers, Catra’s in the other. She lifts them up and brings them together in front of her face, kissing them both at once.
“Should we move this conversation to the bed?” she asks from under her eyelashes. Catra blinks rapidly and Adora swallows hard, then they both nod with wide eyes.
Glimmer giggles. This is going to be fun.

  
    chapter 3
it feels like magic ’cause you can’t control it

    Adora and Catra pull Glimmer over to the bed—or Glimmer pulls them—and soon she has Adora kissing one side of her neck, Catra kissing the other, and goosebumps all over her body. Adora’s kisses are slow and full, open-mouthed then almost chaste, her skin soft and smooth. On her other side, Catra’s fur is a different kind of softness, and her kisses are more like lunges, fast and desperate, often with a hint—or more than a hint—of teeth. Glimmer feels Adora reach across her body to touch Catra, hears Catra moan—
—and has a sudden memory of touching herself in Darla’s cabin, listening to Catra and Adora through the vents.
“Okay, wait, I’m sorry, wait,” Glimmer says, sitting up between them. “Wait. I’m sorry.” At the identical anxious looks on their faces, she quickly reassures them, “This is a pause, not a stop. But I need to—I need to tell you guys something. Confess something, first.”
Catra’s moan of disappointment is almost a whine. “You have to tell us now?” Adora and Glimmer both laugh, but there’s sadness in Glimmer’s smile.
“Sorry. Yeah.”
They disentangle and sit in a close circle on the bed. Catra and Adora each have a hand on one of Glimmer’s knees, a gentle reminder of their presence.
“Okay,” Glimmer sighs. “I’m just going to get this over with. Remember when we went to install that beacon?”
“Sure,” Catra says. “Our not-road-trip road trip.”
“Right. And we spent the night on Darla.”
They nod, but neither of them seems to understand where she’s going with this. Glimmer’s feeling worse and worse.
“I, uh… I could hear you guys. Through the vents. That night.”
Adora and Catra look at each other, then back at Glimmer.
“You mean when we were… when she and I were…” Adora begins, looking slightly pale.
“Yeah.” Glimmer winces. She doesn’t need Adora to finish that sentence. “I didn’t mean to start… I didn’t even know it was you at first, but once I did, once I was listening… I didn’t stop.”
Catra kind of coughs. “I gotta be honest, Sparkles, I’m not totally sure how I feel about that.”
Adora nods. “It sounds a little silly considering what we’re all in the middle of here, but… yeah, Glimmer, that wasn’t…”
“I know,” Glimmer says. “I know it wasn’t. That’s why I’m telling you, I—I felt awful about it, I feel awful about it. I wouldn’t feel right doing this if you guys still didn’t know. And if you don’t want to do this anymore because—because I violated your privacy, that’s—that’s fair. I’m really sorry.”
Catra and Adora share another look. Even through her unhappiness, Glimmer can’t help but admire the way they can have an entire conversation without words. It’s not unlike her and Bow, but of course she never gets to see that connection from the outside.
Her friends’ silent discussion seems to come to an unspoken conclusion, and their attention turns back to her. Glimmer tries not to hold her breath.
“I feel like there are two ways we could do this,” Catra says. “We could get angry, call this off, feel bad, lose sleep.” She shakes her head quickly to forestall Glimmer’s panic. "Nobody wants that.
“Or,” Catra continues, “we can acknowledge that it was fucked up, if maybe also kind of hot—” Adora and Glimmer both snap their gaze to her for a second, “—appreciate that you regret it, accept your apology, and… you know… move forward.” She gives them both a hopeful smile, the wholesomeness of her message undermined a little by a lewd wink.
Adora nods, even smiling a little herself. “I know I accept your apology, Glimmer. I think… I wish you hadn’t done that, but I understand how it happened.”
Glimmer wrings her hands. “I—okay. Wow. Okay. You guys are really—I don’t know if I deser—”
Adora cuts her off with a quick kiss. “Mmm. No. Don’t say the d-word.” She tilts her head towards Catra. “You do not want to get this one started.” Catra waves her off and leans in to kiss Glimmer too.
“I’m not saying I condone it, because I don’t, but that was impressively naughty, princess,” Catra purrs. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”
Glimmer turns bright pink. “Well, I mean… it’s the two of you, so…”
Another shared look, and Adora and Catra seem to mutually melt a little. Then Catra shimmies back into her sultry, Glimmer-tormenting Spin the Bottle persona, so quickly and vividly that both Adora and Glimmer gasp a little.
“Here’s what I think,” Catra says, blatantly undressing Glimmer with her eyes. “I think naughty princesses need to be punished.” She winks again, and Glimmer knows they’re past the actual apology and back to—well. She feels incredibly lucky and incredibly turned on.
Adora coos. “Punishment? But Catra! Whatever sort of punishment do you have in mind?”
Both Glimmer and Catra stop to look at her. “What?” Adora says, looking around nervously.
“You’re really fucking cute,” Catra grins, flashing her fangs.
“You really are, Adora,” says Glimmer.
“You guys!” Adora exclaims. “I was trying to be sexy, not cute!”
Catra turns back to Glimmer and pokes her in the sternum, leaving her finger firmly planted between Glimmer’s breasts. “Pay no attention to my absurdly adorable colleague,” she growls, ignoring Adora’s shout of protest. She lets her finger slip lower and lower. “We’re gonna—we’re gonna punish you, you… uh, you naughty…” She trails off. “I have no idea what I’m doing either,” she mumbles to Adora.
Glimmer giggles. She takes Catra’s hand from her stomach and, with a daring flash in her eyes, slips one of Catra’s fingers into her mouth. Catra gasps; Adora gasps; Glimmer laughs softly around the digit as she gently sucks.
“Ohhhh, this is so hot.” Glimmer’s pretty sure Adora didn’t mean to say that out loud. Catra seems to have lost the ability to form speech entirely, eyes locked to the point where her finger disappears between Glimmer’s lips.
Adora’s breathing gets even heavier, and movement out of the corner of Glimmer’s eye draws her attention away from Catra, drawing Catra’s attention too. Catra’s finger slowly slides out of Glimmer’s mouth as they both turn to see Adora, watching them intently, one hand rubbing herself through her loose cotton pants.
“What?” she says. “Why did you stop?” She looks down at her hand in her lap, then back up at them, then shrugs. “Are we not here to…?”
Catra speaks in a register Glimmer’s never heard her use before. “Right! Yes! Carry on!” She reaches up to cup Glimmer’s cheek, and Glimmer starts to duck her head, intending to capture another one of Catra’s fingers, but Catra moves in for a hard kiss on the mouth instead, pulling away with Glimmer’s bottom lip between her teeth for a few lingering moments. Glimmer moans. She would love to try to keep getting the upper hand from Catra, but part of her also just wants to give in.
Catra comes even closer, sparing just a glance for Adora next to them, hand still moving slowly between her legs. Adora nods encouragement to them both, and something seems to occur to Catra.
“Hey, Sparkles,” she says, “before we continue with your extremely well-deserved punishment,” and she runs the tip of a claw feather-light from under Glimmer’s ear down her neck to the top of her shirt. “I have a question to ask.”
Glimmer can barely manage an “uh-huh?”
“When you were listening to us fuck…” Glimmer feels a stab of guilt, tempered by relief that it’s out in the open, that she’s been forgiven if not absolved—and it feels a little perverse, maybe, but the lingering shame almost makes it hotter to keep talking about. Catra continues, noting Glimmer’s every reaction, “—what were you doing in your bunk?”
Adora, who clearly hadn’t considered this implication, stops moving her hand for a moment.
Glimmer’s flushed cheeks and almost panicked expression say it all.
“Glimmer!” Adora cries, shocked, but seems to realize what she’s in the middle of doing to herself and frowns in thought, turning this new information over. Catra looks as smug as she’s ever been.
“Naughty, naughty princess,” she tsks.
Adora seems to have come to a conclusion. “Glimmer…” she begins carefully. “You could have—I wish you’d—just, next time…” Both Catra and Glimmer sit up straighter at “next time.” Adora finishes with a sigh. “You can listen to us if you want. You can,” she blushes a little, “you can watch us, if you want. Just—just ask, okay?”
This is a lot of information for Glimmer to absorb. Next time? She can watch if she asks? The ramifications are dizzying.
“Okay,” she says softly. “Okay. I’m still so sorry. Never again.”
Catra places a finger gently over her mouth. Glimmer thinks she means “stop apologizing” until Catra pouts a little, then she realizes what she’s being asked. She parts her lips and takes Catra’s finger back into her mouth.
“Gods,” Adora groans, “why is that so sexy to watch.”
Catra leers. “Because you haven’t watched her go down on me yet.”
Glimmer and Adora both freeze, then Adora suddenly goes into a flurry of movement. When she stops, her pants have been thrown to one side of the room and her tank top to another, and she’s sitting on the bed in front of them in just her bra and panties. She makes stubborn eye contact with both of them in turn and then pointedly shoves her hand down the front of her underwear.
“Please continue,” she says primly, then closes her eyes for a moment as her fingers seem to find just the right spot.
The invitation is right there. Adora—Adora!—is half naked and openly masturbating, giving Glimmer and Catra carte blanche to put on a show for her. Glimmer sucks thoughtfully on Catra’s finger, then takes Catra’s other hand and brings it to one of her breasts.
Catra’s never touched her like this before. She’s thought about it more and more over the past week and a half, Glimmer’s soft curves versus Adora’s hard, utilitarian muscle, thought about the hours and hours she wanted to spend touching both of them, comparing and contrasting, learning Glimmer’s body as well as she was coming to know Adora’s.
Glimmer closes her eyes and leans into Catra’s touch, a lean that soon causes Catra to drop her finger and replace it with her mouth. She crashes into Glimmer, lips and tongue and teeth, both hands on Glimmer’s breasts, feeling nearly drunk on the insistent throb of her desire.
She kisses down Glimmer’s neck and checks on Adora in her peripheral vision. Adora’s sprawled back, watching intently, chewing her lower lip, hand still working feverishly inside her plain white underpants.
Adora catches her girlfriend’s eye. “Catra…” she moans, lifting her hips a little off the bed—Catra can’t see, but from the angle she thinks Adora just slipped a finger inside herself. “Glimmer… yes…”
Catra’s lips reach Glimmer’s neckline. Her top gives the impression of being revealing at first glance, but that’s mostly because you can see so much of Glimmer’s shoulders; it actually rises high enough to hide all but the very beginning of her cleavage. Catra kisses her there first, and Glimmer shivers.
“What do you say, Adora?” Catra takes hold of the blouse’s bottom hem. “Should I take this off her?”
“Yesss,” Adora hisses shamelessly.
Glimmer slowly raises her arms over her head, trying to keep eye contact with Catra as long as possible. Catra eases the blouse off and tosses it aside, both she and Adora hungrily taking in everything they can see.
Catra’s always been completely, totally, utterly fixated on Adora. She couldn’t bring herself to get it on with Lonnie in that supply closet that one time, not even for a hate-grope. She couldn’t accept anything Scorpia had offered her, not even in the Crimson Waste. And Catra always assumed her emotional lockdown extended to what she found sexually attractive: if it wasn’t tall and blonde and totally ripped, she wouldn’t be interested.
Well. Glimmer’s short, and it turns out Catra kind of likes the couple of inches she has over the queen of Bright Moon. Glimmer is also distinctly not blonde—her hair is a dozen shimmering kinds of pink and purple, and if Catra’s not careful, she can get lost trying to identify all the different shades.
And where Adora is all pale, creamy skin over perfectly defined muscles, Glimmer has a different shade of pale, equally gorgeous skin over frankly luscious curves. Catra doesn’t want to take hold and climb her like a tree the way she does with Adora—Glimmer sparks a strange and unfamiliar tenderness in her, one that Catra’s been frantically trying to hide behind bravado. She wants to kiss the soft swell of Glimmer’s tummy, wants her hands full of Glimmer’s round hips, wants to be crushed between her and Adora so she can feel both kinds of beautiful against her at once.
“C-Catra?” Glimmer asks nervously. Catra realizes she just took Glimmer’s shirt off and then basically went catatonic for 10 seconds. She notices her mouth is suddenly very dry. She tries to casually lick her lips.
Fuck it. Maybe she wants Glimmer to know she’s hot. “Sorry,” Catra says with a self-deprecating smile. “Just, uh. Wow. Hi.”
“Yeah,” Adora says. “Hi, Glimmer.” She’s seen Glimmer dress and undress before, but she’s never looked at her like this. Glimmer wobbles a little with self-consciousness and laughs weakly.
“Heh. Thanks…?”
Catra kisses her again, to Adora’s vocal approval, and Glimmer feels Catra’s hands touch the clasp of her bra. She arches back into Catra, hoping that reads as consent, but nothing happens except more kissing. Which is fine, but… well… Glimmer wants Catra to take her damn bra off.
She arches into Catra again pointedly. Then she remembers Catra’s only ever been with Adora, maybe she doesn’t know how to read Glimmer’s body language yet. So she breaks away from the kiss to whisper in Catra’s ear, “Take my bra off?” in what she hopes is a seductive enough tone of voice.
Catra stiffens. She whispers back, “I… don’t know how. I’ve never done it from this side. Adora usually just…”
Oh. There’s something strangely sweet about that. Glimmer reaches back herself and the bra is gone in an instant. “There,” she says to Catra, and the nervousness in her gut seems to be mixing with her excitement and arousal and affection for them both until it’s almost overwhelming, and she sits back on her feet for a minute to catch her breath—and let herself be ogled, maybe?
Definitely. Adora and Catra stare at her like no one has ever stared at her before, a completely different kind of attention to the reverent awe she gets from Bow. Glimmer tries to ignore an avalanche of insecurities—about her body, her relative lack of experience with sex, her complete lack of experience having sex with women—and focus just on the moment, just on the expressions on their faces.
And wow. They both look positively worshipful. Glimmer can feel her insecurities shifting, reconfiguring, losing some of their structural integrity. Maybe she’s not too pear-shaped if she can make Catra’s mouth hang open like that. Maybe her breasts aren’t too small for her frame if Adora’s—wow, okay, Adora’s really—her hand is still—
Glimmer realizes she can smell Adora’s arousal. Her mouth waters. She wants—she wants everything, all at once, Catra and Adora on her tongue and their tongues on her and their hands on her skin and her hands on theirs and it’s so much, she wants so much she starts to worry she’ll end up paralyzed, unable to decide what she wants to do first and unable to do anything at all.
Catra seems to have sensed her overwhelm and is giving her space for the moment—except for the blatant eye-fucking, anyway. Glimmer flashes a grateful smile and then gives Catra a once-over herself.
“You’re wearing far too many clothes, Catra. Adora and I feel underdressed, don’t we, Adora?”
Adora nods vehemently. Catra reaches for the bottom of her t-shirt, but Glimmer holds a hand out to stop her. “Can… I?”
Catra freezes. No one has ever undressed her, not while she was conscious, not except Adora. And half the time with Adora, Catra undresses herself out of impatience anyway. Letting Glimmer do it… a cavern of vulnerability opens up inside her chest.
She remembers talking about that cavern with Perfuma. “I know you’ve been hurt,” the princess had said, as careful and compassionate as ever. "I know you’ve felt betrayed and abandoned, and I know you associate feeling vulnerable with being in danger. Of course you do. That makes perfect sense, after everything you’ve been through.
“But if—or when—you’re able to feel that vulnerability with a safe person—” Perfuma had winked, “—or people, and connect to them with a fully open heart…” She’d sighed happily and clasped Catra’s hand. “It feels amazing. It can even heal you, a little.”
Catra’s terrified, but she trusts Glimmer, and she trusts Adora, and if healing is possible for her, then she wants to heal. She nods to Glimmer, who scoots towards her and slowly lifts up her shirt.
Based on her little “ooh” of approval, Catra thinks Glimmer was expecting her to be wearing a bra. Wind howls through the cavern in her heart; all her senses are cranked up to maximum. Adora’s Adora; being vulnerable with her is its own complicated thing, but they also have nearly two decades of history together. Catra likes how her relationship with Glimmer is evolving, but compared to Adora, it’s brand new and fucking terrifying.
Okay, Perfuma, fine, she thinks, and surrenders to the chaos. She takes Glimmer’s hands, and places them on the waistband of her pants, and nods, still not sure if she can form words, sure only that she’s ready to try this.
Glimmer nods back, and when they both look to Adora, Adora nods too—but not before she draws her hand out of her panties and pops one wet finger into her mouth. Glimmer literally says “eep!” and Catra coughs out a curse word.
Adora winks and replaces her hand. “As you were.”
Catra needs—not wants, needs—her pants off, and she tries to convey that to Glimmer with desperate eyes. Glimmer fumbles just a little with the clasp, and the zip, and then Catra has to kind of fold her legs under herself to actually get the pants off, and it’s not exactly the sensual striptease she’d imagined.
But now she’s sitting on the bed in just her boxer briefs, Glimmer kneeling over her, Adora within arm’s reach. Glimmer looks down into Catra’s lap and blushes to the roots of her hair. Catra doesn’t even have to look to realize there’s probably a massive wet spot there. Well… duh.
Glimmer’s moment of bashfulness is enough for Catra to regain the ability to speak. “That’s your fault, Sparkles.” She looks over at Adora with a devilish smile. “Tell her, Adora. Tell Glimmer how wet she makes me.”
Glimmer’s eyes go huge. Adora hums happily. “I took her home after Spin the Bottle,” she says, voice hushed but excited. “And Glimmer, I cannot stress this enough, she was dripping wet from kissing you. She tried to play it all cool, but she—”
“Whoa! Hey!” Catra objects. “What are you doing? I’m extremely cool! At all times!”
“Oh really?” Adora challenges. It’s next to impossible for Catra to think of a comeback while watching Adora touch herself like that, and Adora fucking knows it. “I thought it was very cool the way you left a massive wet spot on the bed because I had you thinking about Glimmer when I made you come that night.”
Glimmer makes a strangled little sound. Catra feels literally persecuted. She won’t stand for this. She decides it’s time to go on the offensive.
“It’s all true,” she sighs dramatically, reaching over to run the tip of a claw slowly up the inside of Adora’s thigh, stopping just shy of her crux. Adora whimpers despite herself.
Then Catra turns back to Glimmer, who’s still up on her knees, visibly unsteady. Catra allows herself a long, blatant look over Glimmer’s bare breasts before she makes eye contact, and she sees Glimmer gulp. Catra scoots a little closer and takes Glimmer’s hand in hers.
“Don’t believe us?” Catra asks her innocently. “I can prove it to you.” And she presses Glimmer’s small, soft hand into the slippery mess between her legs. Glimmer’s whole body jerks, but instead of pulling her hand away, she pushes, and there’s only one layer of extremely wet fabric between her knuckle and Catra’s clit. Catra jumps too.
“Fuck,” Adora says suddenly, the rhythmic movement of her hand suddenly becoming fast and irregular. She seems to be struggling to keep her gaze locked on Glimmer’s hand between her girlfriend’s legs. “Fuck!” she says again, head lolling back, arms and legs trembling. Without any specific intent, apparently, Glimmer just presses her hand into Catra again as they watch Adora come.
Her deep, body-racking gasps subside as her hand goes limp inside her underwear, a continuous flush from her forehead down her throat and across her chest. Adora slowly catches her breath, slowly unclenches her muscles, slowly opens her eyes.
“Oh,” she says, seeing them watching her. “Hi.”
Catra gasps, but not at Adora—Glimmer’s done something else with her hand. Adora can’t see exactly what, but she can see muscles and tendons shifting in Glimmer’s forearm and wrist, and Catra’s composure begins to slowly disintegrate.
Adora’s panties are uncomfortably damp and cold against her now that her hand isn’t in there, and she eases them down her legs and off. The other two barely spare a glance—Glimmer and Catra have their foreheads pressed together, Catra gripping the arm Glimmer isn’t using to touch her, her breathing becoming increasingly ragged.
Adora almost wishes she hadn’t just come. She’s going to need a minute or two before she stops being too sensitive to touch herself again, but looking at this is making a minute or two seem like an intolerable time to wait.
That doesn’t mean she can’t join the fun, though. She unhooks her bra and tosses it in roughly the same direction as she tossed her underpants, and moves until she’s kneeling behind Glimmer. She presses her bare breasts into Glimmer’s bare back, and the princess moans—albeit a little distractedly—as she leans into the skin-to-skin contact.
Now Adora can look over Glimmer’s shoulder and watch her touching Catra. She’s rubbing Catra hard through the dark spot that’s rapidly spreading across the front of her boxer briefs. Adora smiles and buries it in a kiss to the crook of Glimmer’s neck, earning another half-distracted moan.
Catra had been running her hands over Glimmer’s breasts, but now she seems too focused on Glimmer’s fingers to do anything else. Adora takes over, caressing Glimmer from behind, marvelling at how she feels in Adora’s hands—completely different from Catra’s compact, athletic little tits; completely different from her own, too. She can’t wait to get her mouth on them—and elsewhere, whispers a sly little voice—but she wants to watch Glimmer make Catra come first. She doesn’t think it will take long.
It doesn’t. Catra doesn’t say anything, but she lurches forward into Glimmer so hard and suddenly that Adora has to brace them all upright. She kisses the corner of Catra’s jaw because she can reach it, then pulls back a few inches to whisper in Glimmer’s ear, “She’s gonna come. Kiss her.”
Glimmer obeys, catching Catra’s mouth just in time to muffle her climax. Adora keeps one hand on Glimmer and reaches around to place the other on Catra’s back, pulling them all closer together. She can feel Catra’s body convulsing through Glimmer’s, a strangely second-hand sensation that reminds her she’s definitely not feeling too-sensitive down there anymore.
Catra eases down from her peak, clinging to them both, slowly sinking from a kneeling posture until they all lose balance and collapse on the bed together.
Adora makes an indistinct sound of triumph. “That was exactly what I wanted.”
“Tell me about it.” Catra laughs an exhausted-sounding laugh.
Glimmer wriggles happily between them, then gasps when Adora guides the hand Glimmer was using to touch Catra up to Adora’s lips. Glimmer and Catra make eye contact as Adora begins to deliberately lick the taste of Catra off Glimmer’s middle finger.
“Wait,” Glimmer says, still looking at Catra, and draws her hand back from Adora, eliciting a small whimper of disapproval. Glimmer all but stares Catra down as she cleans off her own index finger with her tongue, savouring the taste.
Adora whimpers again, and Glimmer and Catra both laugh.
“I can’t believe how much you like watching us,” Glimmer says.
“I kind of can’t either,” Adora admits. “You’re both so—so gorgeous, so hot, and I…” She looks sheepish for just a moment. “And I love you both so much. And this is great. And I don’t want to stop.”
“Who said anything about stopping,” Catra purrs. “Now Sparkles here is the one who’s overdressed.” Indeed, Glimmer’s the only one still wearing anything in the way of clothes, though that doesn’t last long when Catra starts tugging at her waistband.
Adora helps, and Catra kicks off her own underpants, and before long all three of them are naked, piled together in the middle of Adora and Catra’s bed.
“Now that’s better,” Catra says, and there’s a general murmur of agreement from the other two. “Hey, Adora.” Adora raises her head a little, and then an eyebrow. “How about we really give you something to watch?” Catra says wickedly, then grabs Glimmer by the hips and rolls the princess—the queen—flat onto her back.
Glimmer giggles, half-happy, half-nervous, and Adora’s hands start shaking as she realizes what’s about to happen. She clumsily scrambles to the side for a better view. Meanwhile, Catra is arranging herself between Glimmer’s legs, hands roaming over her smooth, smooth skin, just occasionally grazing the edges of the little puff of violet hair between Glimmer’s thighs. Catra smiles down at it, then winks up at Glimmer.
“Natural, I see,” she says, eyebrows quirked. Glimmer mock-scowls and leans forward until she’s right up in Catra’s face, until they’re nose-to-nose. Adora sounds like she’s holding her breath.
“Are you going to talk,” Glimmer says in a low voice, “or are you going to do something useful with that mouth?”
Catra’s eyes go as wide as saucers and Adora actually yelps. Glimmer smirks and leans back, lifting and spreading her knees for Catra, who looks flustered but determined. She glances over at Adora, who’s watching them as she lies on her side, propped up by one arm, the other hand back between her legs. Adora nods at both of them.
“Guys?” she says in a small voice, and they look at her curiously. “I—I’m really glad we’re doing this. I’m really glad we’re about to do… this.”
“Me too,” says Glimmer sweetly.
“You know it,” Catra says, and dives in.
Glimmer instantly arches her back, hips thrashing, and Catra has to wrap an arm around each leg and hold her down so she doesn’t literally get bucked off. Glimmer tastes not unlike Adora—salty, tangy, and a musky flavour Catra’s rapidly becoming addicted to—but a slight variation of each, and in different proportions. She tastes… like Glimmer, Catra supposes, just like Adora tastes like Adora.
She feels hands making fists in her hair and growls happily against Glimmer’s clit. “Pull it,” she says before her mouth is full again. Glimmer complies, but Catra has to break away for another endless second to cry “Harder!”, and when Glimmer adjusts her hold and yanks Catra’s mouth hard into her pussy, gripping her hair and practically riding her face, Catra redoubles her efforts with a passion.
Adora, touching herself again, is in ecstasy. She knows what Catra’s mouth can do, knows what Glimmer—lucky, lucky Glimmer—is feeling right now. The only thing missing for now is Catra’s perspective, what Glimmer feels and tastes like under her tongue, and Adora’s sure that won’t be a mystery to her for long.
Glimmer is gasping and mewling under Catra’s ministrations. The only thing she says is, “Catra, put your fingers in me,” and after Catra complies everything is just wordless breaths and cries.
Adora leans towards Glimmer and entwines her free hand in Glimmer’s hair, nibbling her earlobe, making sure she’s close enough that Glimmer can feel the movement of her arm and know exactly what Adora’s doing with her other hand. She feels Glimmer’s breath start to hitch, feels her thrash even harder until Catra presumably tightens her grip.
“Ca-atra,” Glimmer says in a wavering voice, “I’m gonna come…”
“Me too,” Adora gasps next to her. “Kiss me, Glimmer.”
Glimmer turns her head and her lips meet Adora’s just as Catra’s rapidly flicking tongue achieves its goal, just as Adora’s fingers bring herself to her second orgasm of the night. And not the last, she thinks through the fireworks, moaning Catra and Glimmer and oh and yes and I love you into Glimmer’s open mouth.
Definitely not the last.

  
    chapter 4
kissing as if you had only one minute to live

    “Ohh, too much, too much,” Glimmer moans eventually, gently nudging Catra’s mouth away. Catra only just pulls back and rests her cheek against the very inside of Glimmer’s thigh, humming happily.
“You sparkle when you come,” Catra says, totally neutral except for a tiny quirk at the corner of her mouth.
Glimmer whimpers something unintelligible but vaguely profane-sounding.
“No,” Catra says, voice soft, almost even peaceful. “I’m not making fun of you, I swear. It’s… it’s very you. I like it.”
There’s a meaningful beat of silence.
“And now every time I call you Sparkles, I’m gonna remember—”
“Catra,” says Adora, voice still a little fuzzy, “come up here.” Catra rises slowly to her hands and knees and crawls up Glimmer’s body, pushing her cheek into Adora’s extended hand and accepting her girlfriend’s deep, searching kiss.
When Adora pulls back from the kiss, her lips are wet and red and swollen, eyes wider than before.
“Now she knows what you taste like too… Sparkles,” Catra says. She’s still holding herself over Glimmer’s body when her swagger instantly deflates—she was in the perfect position for Glimmer to lean up and start sucking on one of Catra’s nipples, and Catra’s arms quickly start to tremble, until she thinks she might collapse.
Adora licks her lips thoughtfully. So that’s Glimmer. Immediately she wants more.
Whatever Glimmer does with her mouth just then, it makes Catra cry out and her arms give way. In an instant, Glimmer has her flipped, Catra on her back now, flushed and gasping. The queen brings a knee up between Catra’s thighs, planning to tease with a little gentle pressure, but Catra grinds desperately down, as wet as she’s ever been in her life.
“I literally don’t care what you do to me as long as you make me come again,” she says to Glimmer, voice pinched with frustration. Next to them, Adora makes a sympathetic sound and strokes Catra’s shoulder, her collarbone, her breasts.
“I—yes, okay, yes,” says Glimmer, “I… I’m sorry, I want to but I’ve never done this before, is there something specific I should—” Catra only groans in reply, rubbing herself harder against the slick stripe she’s leaving along Glimmer’s bare thigh.
Adora takes pity on them. She touches Glimmer’s shoulder and smiles indulgently. “Start with what she just did to you,” she suggests, and looks pointedly down. Glimmer nods rapidly and slides down Catra’s slender body, Catra twisting her hips at the loss of stimulation.
But it’s only temporary, because Glimmer lowers her face between the compact muscles of Catra’s legs and—without any preamble—licks with a long, slow stroke of her tongue, almost experimentally. Catra grunts and tilts her hips up into the second, even slower stroke. “Just like that,” Adora encourages her, and Catra moans.
When Glimmer feels Catra’s hand at the back of her head, she thinks Catra’s going to pull her hair the way she’d pulled Catra’s, and wonders if she’ll enjoy it. But Catra’s touch is unexpectedly tender, incongruous with how violently the rest of her body is thrashing, fingers moving through Glimmer’s hair slow and light enough to send shivers down her spine.
Just as gently, Glimmer starts running her hands up and down the soft fur on Catra’s thighs and stomach, even as she increases the intensity of what she’s doing with her mouth. She’s had this done to her more than a few times now, so she’s familiar with the concepts, and as she explores Catra’s taste and texture, she pays close attention to what evokes a reaction.
When Catra comes, her grip does tighten on Glimmer’s hair, but only a little. She gasps out a rapid-fire series of wordless little cries as she rises off the bed, pushing herself harder and harder into Glimmer’s mouth, grinding the queen’s nose against tawny wet fur until she sinks back down to the mattress, panting.
Glimmer, having lost herself slightly in what she was doing, looks up. Adora is peppering Catra’s face with kisses, murmuring affection and praise, and Glimmer’s so glad that she is.
She wipes her mouth thoughtfully, feeling wetness all over her face, almost up to her eyebrows. Catra’s wetness. So that just happened, she thinks, dizzy with the extent of her own luck.
Adora, stroking Catra’s sweaty hair away from her face, looks down fondly. “Well done, Glimmer,” she says with a contented smile.
“Whoa, slow down,” Catra says weakly, still spread-eagle and motionless on the mattress. “That could have been beginner’s luck.”
Glimmer cracks up, but Adora seems to take offence on Glimmer’s behalf, and taps Catra sharply in the middle of the forehead. “‘Beginner’s luck’?” she scolds. “Rude!”
Catra lifts her head and drops it in Adora’s lap, sticking her tongue out through a dazed little smile. She winks at Glimmer from her exciting new position. “You never know. I’m gonna need a few more demonstrations to be sure.”
Now Adora’s the one giggling, while Glimmer just blushes, still idly stroking the fur on Catra’s hip. “I-I think we could arrange that,” she tries to say in a light, flirty voice, but as it comes out of her mouth she realizes she just sounds breathlessly turned on.
Which, to be fair, she is.
“Okay,” says Catra after a long, pleasurable sigh. “You,” she stares accusingly up at Adora from her lap, “just keep getting yourself off.”
Adora shrugs defensively. “What am I supposed to do? I’m watching the two of you have sex! It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen! You’d have to cut my arms off to stop me.”
Glimmer seems stuck on her own self-consciousness for a second, then she’s laughing until tears pour down her face. Catra just shakes her head and starts to sit up.
“Look, Adora, I know you’re basically the world champion of rubbing one out—” Adora lets out an indignant squeak and, thinking Catra’s still in a post-orgasmic haze, swats at her, but Catra’s more alert than she seems, and she dodges easily.
“You don’t even know, Glimmer,” says Catra, feinting away from Adora again. “Back in the Horde, we had this squeaky bunk bed—aaaagh!” The tips of Adora’s fingers jab her high on the side of her ribcage, right where she’s most ticklish, and she doesn’t get caught but—and this was possibly Adora’s plan—she does at least shut up.
Glimmer, having already doubled over, rolls onto her side, still uncontrollably giggling, and Catra nimbly avoids her as she pounces on Adora’s bare legs, hands clasping her girlfriend’s knees and firmly pushing them open.
“Come on, Adora,” she says around a sudden and inexplicable lump in her throat. “It’s your turn.”
As the last of Glimmer’s laugh finally trails off, she sits up to see Adora lay back and Catra dip her head down. Remembering their conversation earlier, she scoots up so she’s level with Adora, giving Catra’s rear end an affectionate caress on the way.
She snuggles next to Adora and presses a lingering kiss to the corner of her jaw. “May I watch?” she whispers in Adora’s ear, using her most formal Queen Voice, and Adora turns to her, wide eyes full of emotion.
Her first attempt to speak turns into a shuddering exhale thanks to Catra, but Adora steadies herself with a deep breath and looks at Glimmer, smiling.
“Yes,” she says. “But that’s not a-all you can do.” She interrupts herself with a sharp gasp—then moans from the vibrations of Catra chuckling against her—then paws at Glimmer’s hip.
“S-sit on my face?” Adora asks between another set of shuddering breaths. “P-please, Glimmer?”
The suggestion hits Glimmer like vertigo. “Yes,” she whispers, climbing to her knees. “I, um, I…” she pauses before she moves herself entirely into place. “I fantasized about this.”
The look on Adora’s face is equal parts confusion, surprise, and lust. She maintains eye contact with Glimmer and reaches between her legs to cup the back of Catra’s head, short fingernails scratching at her girlfriend’s scalp. “Th-this?” she asks.
“Um, yeah… you, with Catra there, and, and—me here.” Glimmer finishes kneeling over Adora, one leg on either side of her head, feeling the most nervous she’s felt all night.
Adora’s hands slide up to bracket her hips. “Wow,” she says with a slightly faraway smile. “That’s fucking hot.” As Adora speaks, Glimmer feels her breath right… there.
Catra sounds like she agrees, but her mouth is full, so it’s hard to tell.
Glimmer sinks onto Adora’s waiting face and immediately moans. It’s a little less… goal-oriented than with Catra. Adora seems like she’s taking her time and savouring Glimmer, enjoying the journey, in no hurry to do anything but taste and explore. Catra, on the other hand, was much more… efficient. Driven. Hungry. Glimmer has zero complaints—both of them make her feel amazing, it’s just hard not to notice the differences one right after the other.
Adora’s hands wrap around her thighs and pull her further down, closer and closer, and Glimmer feels Adora’s tongue teasing her entrance and then pushing insistently inside of her. Glimmer’s hands shoot out and grab the headboard an instant before she collapses entirely, the muscles in her arms standing out as she holds herself up while Adora—the saviour of Etheria, avatar of the ancient She-Ra, girlfriend to Catra and Glimmer’s best friend—tongue-fucks her until she can’t see straight.
Her hands tremble on the headboard of Adora and Catra’s bed, knuckles white. Adora’s tongue—Adora’s whole mouth—is sending shockwave after shockwave of pleasure up through Glimmer’s body, radiating out from her pussy all the way to her clenched fingertips. She grinds down on Adora’s face, loving Adora’s iron grip on her thighs, listening to Catra’s muffled slurps and moans behind her, and she realizes she can still smell and taste Catra all over herself too. She feels so connected to both of them, loves them both so much, in unique but equally spectacular ways, and she’s so close, so close, so close—
Below Glimmer, Adora starts to tremble with her own approaching orgasm, and Catra reaches up to where Adora is gripping the junction between Glimmer’s hip and thigh and grasps her hand. The sudden point of contact between all three of them ignites the thoughts already running through Glimmer’s mind, and a shower of sparks erupts from her entire body and slowly drifts down to the bed as Adora moans exquisite vibrations against her.
Glimmer lets go of the headboard and falls off Adora, landing upside-down on the bed, face level with Catra’s at Adora’s waist.
“Fancy meeting you here,” Catra winks.
“I love you,” Glimmer says.
Catra freezes. Next to them, Adora props herself up on her elbows, still catching her breath. Glimmer glances over at her, tries to convey You’re next with her smile, and turns back to Catra, who hasn’t moved an eyelash.
“I love you,” she says again. “You’re an impossible pain in the ass, but you’re my impossible pain in the ass. You make Adora so happy. And me—now that you’re here, I can’t imagine my life without you.”
She lets Catra try to process as much of that as she can and turns to Adora. “And you. I love you, Adora. You changed my life. I don’t even mean with She-Ra stuff. I always had Bow, but… I thought I’d only ever have Bow. You showed me so much about friendship—you’re the reason I could make so many new friends.” She tilts her head back towards Catra, who’s looking at them now but hasn’t otherwise moved. “Including this little terror. Which I suppose I can live with.”
“Glimmer…” Adora says, eyes shining. “I love you.” She looks at Catra. “And I love you. Are you okay?”
Catra nods infinitesimally. “Lotta feelings,” she grinds out, jaw clenched. “Not bad. Just a lot.”
“Sorry,” Glimmer says, and for some reason, that seems to dissolve whatever’s gripping Catra. Her mouth relaxes into a frown and her eyebrows take on a cast of worry. She reaches out and touches Glimmer’s knee.
“Don’t be,” says Catra, her voice hoarse like she’s been shouting for hours. “Please don’t… don’t ever be sorry for…”
“Ohhhh, no,” Glimmer sighs and covers Catra’s hand with hers. “I’m not sorry I love you, Catra. And I’m not sorry I said so. I’m just a little bit sorry for overwhelming you, even though I know you can handle it.” Catra looks at their clasped hands—one tan and furry, one smooth and pale—then between Glimmer and Adora.
“Sorry I’m so bad at this,” she mutters.
“Honestly, I think you’re doing great,” Adora says, eyes still brimming with tears. Judging from the size of her smile, they’re happy ones.
Catra shrugs, then sits up from where she’s been cuddling Adora’s lower half, turning her back three-quarters away.
“Glimmer,” she says tentatively. “Sit?”
Adora looks confused, but Glimmer knows exactly what Catra’s asking for. She scoots around so they can sit back-to-back. They’ve done this a couple of times since coming back to Etheria, though not naked, and Glimmer’s never felt anything quite like Catra’s bare back against hers, all sharp bones and wiry muscle and that soft, soft fur. Glimmer leans back against her and settles happily.
Catra clears her throat. Adora sits up a little further to watch them, silent, her lips slightly apart.
“Don’t say anything or I won’t be able to get through this, okay? I—I love you too. You b-believed I could be better. You pushed me to be better. You still push me. But, like… you push me with love. Or sometimes you literally push me around, but that helps too.” Glimmer and Adora both laugh at that. Catra even chuckles a little.
“I think… I’m a better person because I know you. Because you believed I could be. I—I’m grateful. For that. For you. So yeah. I love you. I need to stop talking now.”
Glimmer’s glad Catra can’t see her face. It definitely wouldn’t help Catra’s emotional overwhelm right now. She glances at Adora instead, who’s looking at both of them with a huge smile and tears streaming down her cheeks. Glimmer reaches out and grabs Adora’s hand, and Adora squeezes it tight.
After a couple of minutes, Catra sighs and shifts her weight. She kisses Glimmer on the top of the head, kisses Adora on the lips, and swings her legs over the side of the bed, stretching as she stands up, still fully nude. The two on the bed stare appreciatively.
“I don’t know about you,” Catra says with a little smile, “but I’m seriously thirsty after all that. I’ll get us some water.”
Adora and Glimmer snuggle up as Catra heads to the kitchenette. Adora’s still sniffling a bit, and Glimmer holds her tight.
“Wow,” Adora breathes. “She really…”
“I know,” whispers Glimmer. “‘Wow’ is right.”
“You ladies talking about me?” Catra asks as she returns, voice closer to her usual irreverence. “Presenting one big-ass bottle of water for us to share.” She takes a swig and hands it to Adora, who drinks several large gulps and passes it to Glimmer.
“Come back here,” says Adora, patting the bed next to them.
“Yeah,” says Glimmer, drinking and wiping her mouth. “What are you doing over there, anyway?”
“I was getting water!” Catra protests as she settles back down, head in Adora’s lap, legs stretched out over Glimmer’s. “You just drank some! Give me more of that, by the way.”
Glimmer holds it out to her and Catra chugs half of what’s left in one go. “That’s better,” she says. “You two vixens nearly dehydrated me. It’s dangerous, hanging out with princesses.”
“‘Vixens’?!” Adora and Glimmer repeat in unison.
“You heard m—aaahhhh! Stop it! Stop! You’ll spill the water! Cut it out! Glimmer, help! N-no, wait! Stop! That’s not fair! What are you doing? Adora-aaaa!”

    — END OF BOOK ONE —

  
    hell is full of faithless hearts

    chapter 1
at your grave i shall be

    Between Glimmer’s many royal responsibilities, Adora—and She-Ra’s—role in the reconstruction of Etheria’s infrastructure, and Entrapta’s frequent need for Bow’s assistance getting Darla ready for their big road trip, the new and improved Best Friends Squad haven’t been getting as much quality squad time as they need.
So they’ve established a new rule: breakfast is theirs. Lunch might be a quick sandwich in between other appointments, and dinner often gets worked through, if not given over to some kind of diplomatic occasion, but no matter the agenda—or the sleeping arrangements from the night before—the Best Friends Squad block out an hour of time every morning just for them, to eat together and touch base and fortify each other’s moods for the day ahead. So far the arrangement has made their busy and too-frequently separate schedules a lot easier to handle.
This morning, Bow is telling a story about his and Glimmer’s childhood attempt to build a treehouse in the palace gardens. “So we snuck a bunch of tools out of the groundskeeper’s shed, right? We couldn’t find planks of wood to build with or anything, but we had a handsaw, so we thought—”
Glimmer picks up the thread of the story, struggling to contain her laughter. “We thought we could just cut down a tree or two and use the wood from that! No big deal, right? Just the kind of carpentry two 9-year-olds do all the time.”
Catra laughs with the rest of them, shaking her head fondly at the thought of tiny little Glimmer and tiny little Bow marching through the trees, arms piled high with their “borrowed” bounty of dangerously sharp and rusty tools. But the thought of a shed full of garden implements sticks in her mind, even as she wolfs down her daily mountain of bacon, and as they’re getting ready to part ways for the morning, Catra takes Glimmer aside.
“Hey, you,” Catra says with a squeeze of Glimmer’s arm. Glimmer flashes the sweet smile that always scrambles Catra’s brains for a few seconds, but Catra shakes it off and persists. “You and Bow were telling that story about the gardens, and, uh. You know Sh-Shadow Weaver had that weird little… patch out there? With her fucked-up magic plants and everything?”
Glimmer makes a face. “Ugh. Yeah. We need to do something about that. The groundskeepers have had so much to catch up on since we all came back to Bright Moon, and I think… I think they’re a little afraid of that part, so they’ve been prioritizing other sections, and they’ve been talking about getting someone from Mystacor to come and check it out first. But I want to get rid of it too—I’ll see if they can move it up their list.”
Catra shakes her head. “I was actually wondering… if I could do it. Not like, planting new stuff afterwards—you should probably let the professional landscapers handle that part—but like, digging it up and, and ripping it all out.”
“Oh,” Glimmer says simply, and Catra can tell she’s treading lightly to avoid flooding Catra with too many emotions. The care and consideration on display almost folds Catra’s heart in half. “If that’s something you want to do, I don’t see why not,” Glimmer continues, “except—well—some of those plants are dangerous.”
Catra shrugs, but Glimmer shakes her head firmly, refusing to accept Catra’s dismissive attitude towards her own safety. "They are. Some are poisonous, some are magical, some are dark magic… why did we ever let her… ugh, anyway. Some just have huge sharp thorns!
“You can dig it all up if you want to, but you have to be careful. Talk to the groundskeeper first, get the right tools and the right protective gear and she’ll show you how to use them. And she’ll help you dispose of everything safely once you’re done—some of those plants you can’t just burn.”
Catra nods slowly. She had been planning to go in with just a machete and a shovel and start hacking away, but now that she thinks about what Shadow Weaver might have been cultivating in there… Glimmer’s conditions seem prudent.
“Fine,” Catra concedes. “I’ll do it right. I’ll be safe.”
“You’d better.” Glimmer gives her that look again, the one that pierces straight through Catra’s sternum, and it’s both a relief and a disappointment when it’s replaced by a new thought crossing Glimmer’s face.
“Actually,” the queen says, “I know the perfect person to help you.”
“Help? Hold on,” Catra protests. “I’ll be careful and everything, but I don’t need—”
Glimmer grabs her hand and squeezes it tight. “Catra. Seriously. Dangerous magical plants. These aren’t just weeds. I know,” another tight squeeze, “I know you need to do this. I want you to be able to. But if you got hurt out there… and because of her…” She shakes the thought away. “I know you need to do this,” she says again. “But I need you, okay?”
Catra nods again, heart in her throat. The only answer she can form is to take Glimmer’s face in her hands and gently kiss her.
“Okay,” she whispers when they part. “Who’s gonna help me, then.”
Glimmer’s blush quickly recedes. “Um,” she says a little awkwardly. “I was thinking… my dad.”
“Your…” Catra coughs in surprise. “The king. King Micah.”
“Yeah. He knows all about magical botany. And defusing dark magic.”
Catra supposes he would. She doesn’t really know King Micah except to say hello the few times a week they see each other in passing. He’s never been anything but civil to her, but they haven’t exchanged more than small talk since Horde Prime’s defeat. She’s more than aware of his prodigious magical ability, though, and if anyone besides her best friends can keep her safe from the remains of Shadow Weaver’s sick little hobby, it’s probably him.
But as Catra nods her assent, something else occurs to her.
“Uh… Glimmer… does your dad know about…” She jerks her head towards Adora, who’s demonstrating some wild sword-swinging technique for Bow on the other side of the table, “…us? Like, us-us?”
A pink flush comes back to Glimmer’s cheeks. She winces a little. “Y-yes?”
That… isn’t the answer Catra was expecting at all. Not that she’s an expert on parent-child relationships, or the way romances are discussed amongst Etherian civilians—or, for that matter, on being in love with someone who’s not a fellow orphan—but it doesn’t seem unreasonable to her that a loving father might want something different for his only daughter than…
…well, than Catra.
“And he’s…?” Catra’s not even sure what she’s trying to ask. It’s been days since their “girls’ night.” If Micah really objected, Catra could easily have woken up vaporized by now. She’s definitely exchanged greetings with him since then—he hadn’t been staring her down with laser eyes or anything.
Maybe, she thinks to herself—it kind of sounds like Melog’s voice, but Melog is under the breakfast table, having fallen asleep waiting for bacon scraps—everything’s okay. Just like it’s been every other step of the way. Positive track record or not, it feels like a risky thought to entertain.
Glimmer gives her a reassuring smile. “He’s happy for me. You two might be a little awkward together at first, but it’ll be fine. Really.”
And do you trust Glimmer? This time it’s Perfuma’s voice, and her uncanny ability to call Catra out with devastating precision even when she’s not in the room. Catra sighs and nods, both answering her own internal question and accepting Glimmer’s offer. Glimmer’s smile gets even wider, and she gives Catra a sweet kiss on the corner of her mouth.
“Okay. Great. I’ll even ask him for you.”

    

    It’s not exactly a beautiful day in Bright Moon. The sky is completely overcast, a mottled pearly grey from horizon to horizon. A cool dampness in the air promises, but hasn’t quite delivered, rain, and the temperature plummets further every time the wind picks up—which is frequently. Everyone with an ounce of sense is indoors with a fire blazing in the hearth, a cozy blanket wrapped around their lap, and a hot mug of tea or cider.
In other words, it’s perfect for Catra’s purposes. Between the temperature, the cloud cover, and the wind, she can work as hard as she wants without overheating. Doing all this under the blazing sun would have sucked.
The chief groundskeeper, grateful to knock anything off her to-do list without doing it herself, had indeed set Catra up with everything she needed. A stocky middle-aged woman with scruffy silver hair and dark turquoise skin, Euthalia had provided Catra both the tools to clear all kinds of vegetation and the gear to do so safely—plus a wheelbarrow to transport it all.
Most notably, she’d given Catra a pair of protective gloves that reached past her elbows, thick enough to stop anything short of a deliberate puncture, and if Catra looked closely, she could see golden runes of protection swimming across the surface of the scuffed black canvas, providing extra layers of defence against poisons, toxins—and worse.
Catra’s eager to start tackling some of the nastier magical plants already, but Micah hasn’t arrived yet, and she doesn’t want him telling Glimmer he caught her being reckless, so instead she sets her sights on an incongruous bed of harmless daisies. Shadow Weaver probably planted them as a joke, Catra thinks. Not a funny joke, but that was Shadow Weaver’s sense of humour for you.
She selects one of the shovels Euthalia gave her and starts methodically turning the daisies under the earth. Part of her wants to do it savagely, viciously, violently, wants to channel all her anger and hatred and fear into destroying these stupid bullshit flowers—but there’s a lot to get done, and if she starts at that level of energy, she’s going to exhaust herself in no time.
Even at a measured, deliberate pace, the daisies are still immensely satisfying to ruin.
She’s almost finished with them when she hears someone approaching through the underbrush. A strong breeze gusts from the same direction, and Catra picks up King Micah’s scent on the wind. Which is good, because when he actually arrives a moment later, Catra barely recognizes him. She’s never seen him look less regal: the colourful silk robes have been replaced by denims and a button-up work shirt, he’s not wearing any of his usual makeup or jewelry, and his lustrous black and silver hair is pulled back in a messy ponytail. He’s carrying a beaten-up duffle bag over one shoulder, and he waves to her with his free hand.
“Catra!” he says. “Sorry I’m late. I wasn’t sure what Euthalia was going to give you, so I scrounged up a few extra tools.” He lifts the duffle bag by way of demonstration, then sets it on the ground and looks around the clearing, his expression unreadable. “So this was Shadow Weaver’s garden, huh.”
“Y-yeah,” Catra answers.
“Hard to believe we just let her…” He sighs and shakes his head. “Anyway. Glimmer told me you wanted to tear it all out.” Catra nods. “Can’t argue with that. Do you have another pair of those gloves?” He points at the ones she’s wearing, and she points towards the wheelbarrow in response, where another pair is draped over a set of shears. “Perfect.”
Micah dons the gloves and looks thoughtfully between Catra’s inventory of tools and the dark, tangled vegetation. “Anywhere in particular you want to start?”
Catra shrugs. “Not really. Glimmer said you’d know what all these,” she gestures vaguely at the uncanny vines and off-colour blossoms, “what they are, what to do about them. I think…” She wishes she could do this alone, the way she’d originally envisioned, but this is better than not being able to do it at all. “I think maybe you tell me what to take care of, and how, and—and I’ll take care of it?”
The king nods, then laughs. “You’ll embarrass me if you do all the manual labour, but sure. Let’s start over here. This is called shining asphodel—watch out for the tips, see the mercury? Now, grab that cultivator while I cast the spell to paralyze its root system…”
He might be awkward, Catra decides as they work, but not like, small-talk-with-Hordak awkward. He’s cheerful and friendly, and seems to actually enjoy teaching her little facts about magical botany. Catra’s not going to make a new hobby of it or anything, but she realizes she doesn’t mind learning, either.
She also appreciates that he seems fine with doing most of the talking. She asks questions when she needs to, and answers questions if he asks, but otherwise she just works, and listens.
Catra was expecting this process to be more cathartic—destroying Shadow Weaver’s garden to clear some of the metaphorical deadfall out of her heart, or whatever—but it’s hard to process those feelings when she needs to concentrate on Micah’s instructions, suggestions, and warnings. Or maybe that’s for the best, she considers. Work now, process later. Less chance of bawling in front of Glimmer’s dad that way.
It takes about an hour to neutralize and dig up all the asphodel. They have to put on breathing masks before the roots are exposed, and even with their protective gloves on, they transfer the uprooted plants as gingerly as possible into the enchanted disposal bags Micah brought.
Finally, he seals the last bag with a spell and takes his mask off for a deep breath of fresh air. Catra does the same with hers. She hates wearing it, but since Micah had briefly explained the consequences of inhaling mercury vapour, it’s clearly the lesser of two evils.
“Nice work,” he says as she hands him her mask. He stows it with his in the duffel bag, from which he then produces two bottles of water. He tosses her one.
“Th-thanks, your, uh. Your Highness. Your Majesty?”
Caught in the middle of a long gulp of water, he waves his free hand “no” at her. “Just Micah,” he says when he finishes. “Please. ‘King Micah’ if you absolutely must.”
“Uh…” Admittedly, Catra doesn’t have much experience with royalty—besides Glimmer, of course, and that relationship is about as informal as it gets—but using his given name seems… overly familiar. “Are you sure?”
He gives her a reassuring smile. It doesn’t reassure her much. “Look,” he says, “I don’t want to—I know we don’t know each other very well yet, and I hope I’m not crossing any lines here, but—well. Glimmer’s told me about you and her and Adora.”
Catra immediately breaks eye contact with him, her gaze snapping to a point in the middle distance.
“I’m happy for her,” Micah emphasizes. “And for Adora. I’m happy for all of you. Glimmer—she loves you both very much. And Bow, too. I’ll be honest, I didn’t exactly see this coming, but—as a parent, to see your child receiving so much love and support, to see her surrounded by people who care about her, who protect her, and want her to succeed…” He trails off into silence for a moment, then smiles and shrugs. “It’s a blessing,” he finishes simply.
Catra sips her water and thinks. No one’s ever called her a “blessing” before.
They rest for a few minutes in a silence Catra’s surprised to find companionable, Micah touching his toes a few times to stretch out his back. “Why don’t you decide what we deal with next,” he says to Catra.
She looks around, but the earthy gaps left by the daisies and the asphodel haven’t diminished the garden’s unsettling presence at all. There’s still so much left. She shrugs helplessly.
“Okay,” Micah says, and something in the tone of his voice makes him sound just like Glimmer for a second. “Is there one that particularly makes you think of her?”
Catra doesn’t need to ask who. First she thinks, None of your damn business, buddy, but then she forces herself to sit with it for few moments. It’s not the worst way to pick the next one, she has to admit. So she looks around again.
There’s an obvious candidate right in front of her: a shrub with irregular leaves the colour of gunmetal and gnarled blood-red branches that crook at angles her eye doesn’t seem to want to accept. She scowls at it and points.
“Ha,” Micah says when he sees it, but it’s not actual laughter. “Perfect.”
There’s a bitter edge in his voice, and the way the branches fork hurts her head, and it all stirs a memory in the back of Catra’s mind—not quite a memory of Shadow Weaver, a memory of other people—talking to Shadow Weaver? About Shadow Weaver? Had someone been… yelling at Shadow Weaver?
Pieces start clicking together. Mystacor. The failsafe mission. Glimmer’s weird aunt—right, that’s Micah’s sister—or maybe Glimmer herself… or maybe they’d each said half of something important…
Oh. Whoa. “Uh, your—I mean, King—I mean, um, Micah?” He turns to look at her. “D-did you know Shadow Weaver too?”
Micah looks a little surprised. “You didn’t know?” Catra shakes her head. People assume Adora tells her everything. That’s almost true: Adora tells her everything Adora remembers to tell her. This little piece of trivia must have slipped through the cracks.
“Yes,” he says. “A long time ago. Before I was king, before she was Shadow Weaver, her name was Light Spinner, and she was my teacher. My mentor.”
The memory Catra was searching for comes rushing back. The argument in the failsafe chamber, when she’d accused Shadow Weaver of trying to sacrifice Adora. Catra had barely been paying attention to anyone else, but someone had definitely shouted this piece of information in her presence, and her subconscious had saved it for later.
“Oh,” is all Catra can think of to say. But then she can’t help asking, “So… she wasn’t evil back then?”
He sighs. “She was always… amoral. Ruthless. Hungry for power. It hadn’t corrupted her quite so thoroughly at first, but it was only a matter of time before—well, she enlisted me in a very dark, very risky ritual, which went catastrophically wrong, and the next thing we all knew, Light Spinner was calling herself Shadow Weaver and working for the Horde.”
Catra just blinks. Everything Shadow Weaver had done to her and Adora had been so intimately personal. It’s almost a little strange to hear about her hurting and betraying other people too. And stranger still to think that her reign of terror started before Adora and Catra were even born.
You were a piece of shit to everyone you ever met, weren’t you, Catra thinks. Out loud, she says, “I didn’t know that. Most of that, anyway.” Micah nods. “I thought… I mean, I didn’t realize… I guess ripping all this up probably feels pretty good for you, too,” she finishes tentatively.
He looks at the dark, crooked shrub again, and it’s a moment before he nods. “I think it will. You ready to tackle this thing?”
Catra regards him skeptically from the corner of her eye. “Do I actually have to tackle it?”
This time his laugh is genuine. “No, but get those gloves back on. This is a bloody balsam. Commiphora sanguinensis. I think the First Ones called it ‘dreadbalm.’ The leaves have some alchemical properties, but the resin is the really nasty stuff. One drop’ll blind you, two drops for total paralysis, three drops and your heart muscle forgets how to contract. We definitely can’t burn this; the smoke would kill everyone in Bright Moon.”
“Yikes,” says Catra. “Okay. Don’t burn the bloody balsam. I’ll remember that one. What do we do with it?”
He hands her a shovel. “We dig it up very carefully. Then I’ll cast a spell to—well, it gets kind of technical, but it inverts the properties of the sap…”
Magical botany? Kind of interesting. Magical biochemistry? Not as much. Catra doesn’t really follow his explanation, but the more she listens to his voice, the more little ways she can hear he sounds like Glimmer, and that’s… well. That’s nice.
She avoids nicking the balsam with the shovel until it slips just after they’ve removed it from the ground, and what emerges is the exact colour, opacity, and sheen of mammal blood. Micah has something in his bag to wrap around the split bark, but Catra catches a whiff of the sap and ends up coughing so hard she halfway blacks out, almost all of her body weight supported by one of Micah’s arms looped under hers.
Being suddenly this close to a new person—especially a male person—would normally be a major problem for Catra, but right now her biggest problem is the violent spasms racking her lungs. The rotten-citrus smell of the resin feels like it’s coating the inside of her skull, cloying and rancid and caustic, and as her vision starts to tunnel and she feels one of her stomach muscles tear, she thinks, If I die, Adora’s gonna be so mad at me…
But Micah drags her away from the bleeding balsam and holds her up while the coughing subsides and she slowly starts to feel like she’s getting enough oxygen again. Once she’s steady, he helps her sit down on the grass and goes to bind the wound on the bark. When he gets back, she’s almost breathing normally, but the dire aromatics are still clinging to her sinuses.
“Catra! Are you all right?” Micah asks, crouching down in front of her. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize—of course your sense of smell is more acute. We should have been using the masks.”
Catra waves off his apology and gestures to the centre of her face, trying not to vomit. “The smell. Micah, I still—” She gags and turns her head away from him quickly, just in case, but nothing comes up.
“Oh gods,” he says, “okay, okay,” and he sounds more like Glimmer than ever. But Catra’s so miserable and scared right now it only makes her miss the actual Glimmer.
“I’m going to use some magic up near your face, is that all right?” he asks her quickly. “There will be a bright flash, and you’ll feel a bit light-headed for a moment, but it won’t hurt and the smell will go away.”
“Do it,” Catra begs, then turns her head away to retch again, then turns back. “Please.”
Micah sketches a quick hexagram of runes in the air and then snaps his fingers in the middle of it. Catra closes her eyes against the flash and feels an uncomfortable whoosh pass through her skull, but the vile smell of the blood resin is finally gone.
She lets out a single sob of relief and pitches forward; Micah sticks his hands out to catch her, but she doesn’t fall quite far enough to need it.
Catra takes an extremely hesitant breath. She aches from her jaw to her groin, but her lungs are clear and the fresh air is the sweetest she’s ever breathed.
“That might be enough gardening for today,” she rasps.
Micah pats her gently on the shoulder. “Good call. Sit here a minute, I’ll finish this thing off.”
The spell he uses, as far as Catra understands it, transmutes the sap so it becomes non-toxic but somehow destructive to the plant itself. There seems to be less of a visual element than the spell he’d used to clear her head—he simply stands over the eerie angles of the uprooted shrub and makes a few elaborate hand gestures, and the whole thing sort of fizzes away into mulch. He uses a shovel to scrape the leavings together, now safely inert, and mixes them into the earth.
“I really am so sorry,” Micah says again as he stacks the tools back in the wheelbarrow and secures a weatherproof cover over it until next time. “That was a stupid mistake. You could have been really hurt.”
Catra’s voice is so scratchy it sounds like it’s coming in over a bad radio connection. “It’s fine. Really. You warned me how bad that stuff was. Shouldn’t have sniffed it.”
“Well,” he says, “I’m just glad I don’t have to tell Glimmer I accidentally killed her new girlfriend.”
Catra looks at him sharply, a little shocked to hear it said so casually, and sees the same dopey grin Glimmer gets when she provokes a reaction out of someone. Someone who is usually, in fact, Catra.
Oh no, she thinks. Now I’ve got two of them.

  
    chapter 2
your secrets, your real name

    In a rare but welcome alignment of schedules, the Best Friends Squad gets to eat dinner together today, too, not just breakfast.
Bow’s already in the dining room when Catra arrives, poking away at something on his digital pad. When he hears her come in, he sets it aside to greet her with a big smile, but that quickly shrinks once he gets a good look at her.
“Catra!” he cries, jumping to his feet and coming around the table. “Are you okay? What happened?”
There are dark circles under Catra’s eyes and her cheeks look hollowed out; her shoulders are slumped and she’s walking like she’s on eggshells. But she has the audacity to try to wave him off. “I’m fine,” she wheezes, trying to make a casual gesture with her hand but only managing a feeble swipe at the air.
“Catra,” Bow says in a suddenly lowered voice. “Come sit down. What do you want to drink?”
She lets him lead her to a chair at the table. She doesn’t even seem to have the strength to protest. “Tea?” she asks, her voice sounding so raw it makes Bow’s own throat twinge in sympathy. “With honey? And splash some whiskey in there.”
Bow raises his eyebrows, but all he says is, “You got it,” clasping her hands briefly before heading over to a small beverage cart and the wet bar. Soon she has a large, steaming mug between her hands, and she holds her face over it and breathes deeply before taking a careful sip.
“This is perfect,” she rasps. “Thanks, Bow.”
“No problem,” he says, squeezing her shoulder. “The only reason I’m not asking what happened it because it sounds like it hurts for you to talk.”
Catra nods and blows across the surface of her tea for a moment before taking another sip. “When they get here,” she says, and between her and Bow there’s only one they she could mean. “Only have to explain once.”
Bow nods. “For sure,” he says warmly, and takes the seat next to her, picking his pad back up and tapping away. Catra drinks some more tea.
“You know,” Bow says, his tone conversational, with an edge of emotion in his voice Catra wouldn’t have picked up on a month ago. “I don’t think I ever thanked you.”
Catra doesn’t need to speak to convey an eloquent WTF? Any other time, the expression on her face would have sent Bow into hysterical laughter, but he seems distracted by what he’s about to say and barely cracks a smile.
“You saved Glimmer,” he says, and the way he closes off the last syllable in his throat suggests he might say more, if he could.
Catra shrugs awkwardly and stares into her tea. “Saved a lot of people,” she demurs. For some reason it’s easier to deflect the small, specific praise with a larger, more general boast.
That gets a little chuckle out of Bow. “Yeah,” he admits, “but I’m being selfish right now. You saved Glimmer. You got her off Horde Prime’s ship and sent her—sent her straight into my arms. I… don’t think I have to tell you what would’ve—how I’d have—I mean, if she—”
Catra’s the one to reach out this time, her palm surprisingly hot on his wrist from the mug she’s been holding. She nods at him, not trusting her voice for several reasons at the moment, and squeezes silently: I do understand. She’s important to me too. We’re going to keep her safe, together.
He shakes his head, blinking rapidly. “Anyway. Just wanted to say… thanks, Catra.”
Catra just nods again.
Bow sniffles a little, then laughs a reassuringly regular-sized big Bow laugh. “Hey, one more thing—after the other night, after you and Adora and Glimmer…” Catra eyes him warily, but he’s just grinning his dumb face off. “She’s so happy things worked out with you three. She’s been walking on air. It’s…” He sighs and goes all dreamy-eyed. “It’s really great to see. So I’m grateful for that too.” He gives her the softest punch in the arm she’s ever received in her life.
The tips of Catra’s ears feel as hot as the tea in her cup. She takes another fortifying sip, coating her ragged throat enough to get at least a couple of sentences out. Bow deserves that much. She can’t say it and make eye contact with him at the same time, but it’s Bow—he’ll understand.
“I get why there’s that giant-ass heart on all your shirts,” she grinds out, the physical difficulty of speaking for once even worse than the emotional. “That’s just… that’s just life-size, huh.”
Catra hears Bow’s little gasp of joy and braces for a tsunami of feelings from him, if not a sudden, bone-crushing embrace, but when nothing seems forthcoming, she peeks at him from the corner of her eye. He’s gripping his own hands just like Perfuma does when she’s trying not to happy-flap them around Catra. His eyes are huge and glistening with tears, and he’s smiling from ear to ear.
He seems to pick up on her confusion. “Glimmer said I should work on giving you more space. She says you process your feelings easier without a ton of extra, uh, emotional bandwidth. Which I am definitely known for bringing to situations.” He holds up his tightly interlocked hands in demonstration. “So. How am I doing?”
It’s such a loving gesture on both Glimmer and Bow’s parts that it almost backfires, just the thought of the two of them in a private moment, discussing what they can do to make her life, Catra’s life, easier—just because they want to, just because they can—nearly overwhelming Catra all by itself. Thinking of Perfuma, she takes a long, slow breath through her nose, ignoring the stabs of pain all through her core, and imagines the door to her heart like one of the emergency exits she and Adora used to use to climb up to the rooftops of the Fright Zone.
In her imagination—just like they’d done in real life—she steals a shoe from Kyle’s locker and jams that door wide open.
“Just please don’t cry,” she whispers as she clumsily yanks him in for a hug.
Is this really the first time she’s ever hugged a man one-on-one? Catra realizes it must be. There’s a disappointing absence of breasts, and the overall maleness of his scent is disorienting up close, but his arm muscles are almost Adora-caliber, so it’s not all bad. Catra must be even more exhausted than she thought: she decides Bow could definitely use a nice soft pair of tits, just as a pillow, but otherwise this is actually pretty comfy.
When the dining room door opens and Glimmer and Adora come in, Catra realizes she’s about 80% dozed off on Bow’s shoulder. Before she can scramble back to a dignified position, she’s busted: Adora’s sudden “Awwww!” runs up like two-and-a-half octaves.
Glimmer initially reacts like she’s found a secret stash of Solstice gifts, mouth wide open in a shocked grin, but when Catra lifts her head, Glimmer sees how rough she actually looks. “Look at you two—oh Catra, are you okay? Oh my gods.” She rushes to Catra’s side, Adora right behind. “Dad said you had an accident in the garden, but he said you were okay! You don’t look okay! What happened?”
Bow rubs Catra’s arm supportively. She coughs and instantly cringes with pain; Adora and Glimmer simultaneously reach out for her, then simultaneously stop themselves, reluctant to crowd her even as they worry.
Catra nods, but it’s more like jerking her head up and down. “Yeah. Breathed in some… weird fucking sap. Almost coughed myself inside out. King—your d—Micah… saved me. S-still hurts, though.”
Adora looks like she’s running through six hours’ worth of worry in 30 seconds. Glimmer looks faint for a moment, then furious—“fucking Shadow Weaver,” Catra hears her mutter—then flails her hands like she doesn’t know where to put them. Catra takes pity on her and reaches out for one of Glimmer’s hands, and one of Adora’s. After a second, she leans her knee against the side of Bow’s so he’s part of the circuit too.
“I’m fine,” she croaks earnestly. “I’ll be fine. Shadow Weaver’s done worse to me. And I’m still here, and she’s still dead, so. Call that a win.”
To her surprise, Bow is the one who responds with an understanding nod, though he leans his knee gently into hers too. Judging by their nearly identical frowns, Adora and Glimmer are less convinced.
Catra sighs. That hurts to do too. “If I’m still having trouble breathing tomorrow, Micah will call a healer. I just need sleep.”
And now she’s lost Bow, apparently. His nod immediately switches axis to a stern shake of the head, and he turns to share Adora and Glimmer’s grave look of concern. “You’re having trouble breathing?” he repeats, looking back at her. Catra remembers Bow has two dads at home. That explains the double-dad face he’s giving her right now.
She shrugs and looks away. “Not a lot. It just… hurts. Throat and muscles and… lungs.”
Bow and Adora both look sympathetic, but Glimmer looks pissed.
“I’m sure you mentioned this to my dad, right, Catra? That it hurts to breathe? In your lungs?”
“I… uh… not… exactly? Was gonna tell him tomorrow. If it still…”
Adora actually puts a hand on Glimmer’s shoulder like she thinks Glimmer might take a swing at Catra over this. Catra appreciates it—she’s not entirely sure Glimmer won’t. Especially when she twists Adora’s hand off of her entirely.
“I knew this was a bad idea,” Glimmer spits, and Catra’s stomach almost plummets straight to hell before she continues, “I never should have let you anywhere near that garden.” She’s not talking about them, Catra realizes, she’s just talking about today. And she’s mad because she cares about my safety. She swallows, this time savouring the pain a little. It’s the least she deserves.
“I don’t know who’s a bigger idiot, you or me—” Glimmer says, and then Bow very gently cuts her off.
“Glimmer,” he says softly, and it defuses her temper like only Bow can. Adora’s hand carefully returns to Glimmer’s shoulder, and this time Glimmer doesn’t push it away. When she looks back at Catra, her scowl has melted into something like despair, and her voice is thick with tears.
“For fuck’s sake, Catra,” she begins, and it sounds like her heart is breaking. “We need you. All of us do.” Adora and Bow nod solemnly. “We love you. We all love you. We all desperately, desperately want you to be safe.” A single sob wrenches itself free from Glimmer’s chest, but she visibly wrestles her feelings under control and continues.
“Sometimes it feels like you don’t care if you’re safe or not. And that’s—that’s really hard for us to watch, Catra. It fucking hurts us.” As though hearing that wasn’t hard enough, Catra sees Adora and Bow nod in unison again.
The guilt feels a million times worse than her torn abdominal muscles. Nothing she can think of to say feels valuable enough to be worth the effort of speaking. Her throat hurts so badly she doesn’t dare start crying.
“I’m sorry,” she finally manages. Her voice sounds like a recording buried in static. “It was an accident. But… you’re not wrong. I’m not… careful. I should be. I get that it hurts you. Hurts you all. I—I love you all. And I’m sorry.” She finishes the last of her tea and looks down into the empty mug.
Then she feels Bow ruffle her hair. “Refill?” he asks kindly. She weakly tries to match his smile and relinquishes the cup, feeling at a complete loss.
As he heads for the teapot, Glimmer sits in the chair where he’d been and holds out her hands. Catra grasps them at once. “I’m sorry,” Glimmer says sadly. “I’m sorry I got mad. I was so scared for you. It was easier to act mad than act scared.” She presses a fervent kiss to the fur on the back of Catra’s hand. “I’m sorry. I love you. I’m not mad anymore.”
Adora puts her hand over theirs. “None of us are mad at you, Catra,” she says. “You just scared us.”
Catra nods, trying to let the love radiating towards her from all three of them drown out the guilt and shame in her heart.
Bow comes back with Catra’s mug, full and steaming again. “Tea and honey and a splash o’ whiskey,” he says, passing Catra the drink, dropping a kiss on top of Glimmer’s head, and giving Adora a friendly hip-check as he passes.
Glimmer huffs a little laugh out her nose. “There’s a whole bottle in the wet bar,” Catra shrugs defensively, raising the mug to Bow in thanks and taking a sip. “It’s medicinal.” It actually is helping the inside of Catra’s throat feel less torn up, but it’s not doing much for the rest of her aches and pains. Bow would probably have to swap the ratios to make a difference there, Catra thinks, but for some reason the idea of a mug of whiskey with a splash of tea in it doesn’t have quite the same appeal.
A long, silent, not quite awkward moment passes in which nobody seems to know what to say. Then Glimmer stands up decisively.
“Let’s eat dinner,” she says. “As long as you’re okay to eat, Catra. And then we’re not waiting until tomorrow to call a healer.” Everyone looks at her with a slightly different quizzical expression, and the queen simply shrugs.
“I know a little restorative magic,” she says, “and so does Adora, obviously. We’ve both healed worse than this.” Adora nods and clasps Glimmer’s shoulders from behind as she continues. “I’m willing to bet if you spend tonight cuddled up with us, you’ll be right as rain by the morning.”
Glimmer glances at Bow for his input. He’s looking on proudly, and adds a thumbs-up for emphasis. “Entrapta and I were planning a late night tonight, hacking on some of Darla’s systems,” he says. “I probably won’t even make it to bed before sunrise.” Catra can practically see computer code scrolling happily across his eyeballs. What a nerd, she thinks, heart full to the very top.
Now Glimmer’s looking at Catra, apparently waiting. She’s giving me a choice, Catra realizes. I don’t—I don’t have to do this. She’s not ordering me, she’s not going to make me, she’s just… offering.
If she’s being honest with herself, Catra would have let Glimmer and Adora force healing magic on her with barely a second thought. She’d been careless with her own safety and her friends’ feelings, she’d hurt them and herself—she feels like she’s forfeited the right to decide what happens to her next. But as she thinks about it, that’s not… she shouldn’t do that, right? Not even with them.
Healthy boundaries are healthy for everyone, Perfuma had told her once, on both sides of the boundary.
Catra thinks about the difference between abnegating her own agency to her girlfriends, versus accepting the agency they’re offering her. One feels like the devil she knows, simple and deceptively comfortable, but oozing like bloody balsam with toxins just under the surface. The other makes her feel like a video Bow showed her once of people joyfully cliff-diving into a glittering cyan ocean.
“That… would be perfect,” Catra says. It still hurts to speak, and dinner won’t be easy to get down, but when she wakes up tomorrow in Glimmer and Adora’s arms, she’ll be one step closer to okay. Bow catches her eye and, based on the smile and the nod he gives her, she thinks he can tell what she’s thinking, and she’s pretty sure he agrees.

  
    all i need is a ladder (i want to touch your sky)

    Once again, Catra can’t sleep.
But tonight she really doesn’t mind. Glimmer’s head of epically messy sex hair is nestled under Catra’s chin, all her incredible curves molded warm and cozy against Catra’s body, and Adora is spooned up behind Glimmer, her long muscular limbs wrapped around both of her girlfriends. The perfectly temperate air of a Bright Moon summer night drifts through the window, smelling sweet and perfumed and alive.
Catra’s not sure she’d want to fall asleep now, even if she could. She wants to commit hours and hours of this—just this—to her memory.
When Glimmer’s hand, which had been resting loosely on Catra’s hip, starts traveling curiously upward, Catra’s even more glad she’s awake. Adora’s a sound sleeper, especially after sex, especially after sex with both of them—Catra wonders how far she and Glimmer will get before waking her. Could be pretty far, she thinks, and the thought of just what kind of show Adora might wake up to sends a thrill from her stomach straight south.
But when she dips her head down to catch Glimmer’s lips in a sleepy kiss and really kickstart the foreplay, she realizes Glimmer hasn’t moved anything but her hand—she realizes Glimmer’s still asleep.
Now this is an interesting development, Catra thinks as Glimmer—apparently unconsciously—trails her hand up the side of Catra’s ribs, ruffling the fur there deliciously, slowly bringing her warm little palm up to cup the swell of Catra’s breast. Catra muffles a shallow gasp, and now she’s wondering how far Glimmer will get before she wakes up.
Glimmer makes a little sleep-sound in the back of her throat, something not quite either a grunt or a moan, and rolls her hips into Catra. Catra wonders if Glimmer’s acting out a dream. She wonders if the dream is about her.
This is incredibly sexy, but Catra can’t just keep lying here. She brings a hand up to Glimmer’s hip, then slides it around to cup her ass and pull her closer. Glimmer’s hips respond enthusiastically, and she gives Catra’s breast a tender squeeze, mouth pressing into Catra’s upper chest, just under her collarbone.
Glimmer fully moans and seems to wake herself with the sound, stilling suddenly and then attempting to very slowly retract her hand. Catra makes a tiny little “uh-uh” sound in her throat and Glimmer cringes into her.
“Sorry,” she whispers sheepishly into Catra’s fur.
“You better mean sorry for stopping,” Catra whispers back, and Glimmer lets out a soft gasp—then replaces her hand, rolling Catra’s nipple not-quite-gently between her thumb and forefinger. She tilts her head up to kiss the underside of Catra’s jaw, and it’s Catra’s turn to moan a little. Glimmer makes an answering sound of appreciation and hitches her hips against Catra again, gives Catra’s nipple one more quick squeeze, then starts sliding her hand down. And down. And down.
Catra wants Adora to wake up and join them eventually, but she also hopes Adora stays asleep at least… ten more seconds, just for maximum effect.
Glimmer’s fingers reach the darker, denser fur at the crux of Catra’s thighs, and she sighs approvingly into Catra’s neck at the amount of wetness she finds there. Catra shrugs a little. “You got quite a head start before you woke up,” she breathes, and Glimmer huffs softly, more aroused than embarrassed.
“Kiss me,” Glimmer says, just as quiet, and Catra tilts her head down to obey. “And touch me,” she adds, just before Catra’s mouth meets her own.
Catra knows where she wants to be touched. She makes sure her claws are retracted and trails a slow caress down the sweet swell of Glimmer’s stomach, then up, then back down. Glimmer shivers impatiently against her, and Catra’s just as eager to get there as she is, so she lets her fingers slide right into place in the nexus of Glimmer’s slick heat, one wet finger on either side of her plump little clit, applying the indirect pressure she’s learned Glimmer loves.
And it makes Glimmer moan loud into Catra’s mouth, their sloppy kiss not quite enough to muffle the sound, and that’s enough to wake Adora… a little.
“Whrrzn,” she says, eyes still closed, reaching aimlessly for them. “Whmmzt.”
Two of Glimmer’s fingers are now inside Catra, and the next time Catra tweaks her clit, she turns the muscle spasm of her reaction into a hard crook with those fingers against Catra’s inner walls, finding a spot that makes Catra jerk like she’s been electrocuted.
“C-Catra…” Adora mumbles, emerging slowly into consciousness. “Glimmer…? R’you two…? Oh—oh.” She laughs sleepily. “Wow. Hiiiii.”
“Hey there—oh gods—sleepyhead,” Catra says, Glimmer’s busy fingers ruining her attempt to sound cool. “Wondered wh-when you were gonna—ahhhh—join us, ah fuck, Glimmer…” Catra twists down shamelessly, fucking herself on Glimmer’s hand, not even surprised to feel her orgasm building already. She feels like she’s doing a terrible job of actively reciprocating, but she tries to keep her hand in place, and Glimmer’s still rocking herself rhythmically against it.
Catra comes, hard, rising off the bed and soaking Glimmer’s hand up to the wrist, barely hearing Glimmer and Adora’s soft words of encouragement and praise as she sinks limply back to the bed, gasping.
All Catra can do is repeat herself. “Fuck, Glimmer,” she says again.
Adora hums thoughtfully, bringing her hands around to caress Glimmer’s breasts, then sliding them lower. “Okay,” she says.
“Huh?” Glimmer says absently, melting into Adora’s touch.
“Catra said ‘fuck Glimmer.’ So… I’m gonna fuck Glimmer,” Adora says mischievously as her fingers comb through light purple curls, still wet from Catra’s previous attention. She gently grazes the side of Glimmer’s neck with her teeth. “As long as Glimmer wants me to fuck her, that is.” Glimmer nods rapidly, desperately, and Adora dips her fingers lower still, wetting them at Glimmer’s entrance, then starts drawing slippery little circles around Glimmer’s clit.
Catra watches through her slowly clearing daze. Glimmer looks so small and delicate in Adora’s arms, Adora’s beautiful blonde head over her shoulder, Glimmer leaning back into their girlfriend so her gorgeous tits are on full display. Catra’s recovered enough that she can’t resist, and scoots forward to take one of Glimmer’s breasts in her hand and the other in her mouth.
Between the two of them—literally—they bring Glimmer to the edge in just a few minutes, and her orgasm lights up the room in a burst of violet and magenta sparkles. They cuddle her close, all three of them catching their breath together.
“You two are unreal,” Adora says with a giggle. “Waking up in the middle of the night for more?”
Catra laughs into Glimmer’s cleavage, where she knows Glimmer loves to feel her furry face nuzzling. “You literally just did that too, dummy.”
“I—well, I mean—you guys started it, I was sound asleep and you were already—”
“Glimmer started it, technically. While she was sound asleep.”
Adora cocks her head. “Glimmer?”
Glimmer kisses Catra’s forehead and rolls over to face Adora, blush barely detectable in the dim room. “I was apparently… feeling her up. In my sleep.”
“I was awake, though,” Catra says, trailing kisses between Glimmer’s wings. “And into it.”
“Of course you were,” says Adora sweetly, but she’s staring into Glimmer’s eyes. Glimmer leans in and kisses her, then keeps leaning and pushes Adora onto her back, straddling her thighs, hands deep in Adora’s hair. Catra watches hungrily as Glimmer’s kisses descend from Adora’s mouth to her throat, to her breasts, to her abs—both Glimmer and Catra agree, one of Adora’s most eminently kissable spots—and then to the diagonal line next to her hip… and then lower…
Adora’s eyes roll back in her head as Glimmer’s tongue hones in on its target. Catra scoots closer, close enough to kiss Adora sweetly on the cheek and nuzzle her nose into Adora’s temple, close enough that she can reach down and oh so gently scrape her nails along Glimmer’s scalp while she eats Adora out, just so that Adora’s not the only one whimpering.
When Adora comes all over Glimmer’s face, it sounds like a series of little hiccups, each one lifting her back an inch higher off the mattress. Glimmer follows every gyration of Adora’s hips with her mouth, and doesn’t release her until after Adora is panting and clutching wildly at the sheets.
“That…” she manages to say a minute later, “was worth waking up for.” She tugs on Glimmer’s shoulder to come up to her and Catra’s level, and pulls them both close to her in a tight embrace once they’re in range.
Bow’s going to spend all of breakfast tomorrow making fun of the dark circles under their collective eyes, but Catra doesn’t care. This is so much better than sleeping.

  
    there’ll never be enough of us

    “Stop by my tent any time,” Perfuma had told Catra, over and over. “If I need privacy or some ‘me time,’ the outside canopy will be down. If you see it’s up, feel free to come in.”
“Right,” Catra had said every time she’d brought it up.
“I mean it,” Perfuma usually added.
To which Catra would nod.
But if she and Perfuma hadn’t previously discussed a time to hang out, to meet up for a run or meditate together for a while or whatever, Catra couldn’t bring herself to just… drop in.
The concept of personal space isn’t totally new to her. In the Horde, she’d had private quarters, but not until she made Force Captain as an adult. That lonely barrack was practically a cell, but at least the door locked from the inside. The memory is an interesting middle point between growing up communally as a cadet and coming to Bright Moon, where everyone has privacy and lives in each other’s space and mostly gets along about it.
Catra can drop in on Glimmer and Bow just fine. She’s definitely going to knock first, but she doesn’t need to make an appointment with them. And she gets to walk in on Adora whenever she damn well pleases (including, she’d demonstrated to Adora this morning, in the shower). It’s not that she doesn’t believe Perfuma’s invitations…
…but part of her doesn’t believe them. Despite everything and everyone around her, there’s still a loud, clear voice in Catra’s mind telling her it’s not real. Or that if it is real, she’s going to lose it. That if she hasn’t lost it, she just hasn’t lost it yet.
Their patience with you is ticking down like sand in an hourglass, says the voice, less and less, day by day, and when it runs out, all of this will be over for you.
She doesn’t hear it in Shadow Weaver’s voice, exactly—it’s not a literal voice she “hears” in the first place, it’s more like a constantly running, independent train of thought to one side of her mind—but Catra finds it convenient to conflate the “voice” with Shadow Weaver anyway. It’s the same spiteful bullshit she always liked to sling, and…
“Which is more likely?” Glimmer had asked her last night. They’d been lying in Adora and Catra’s bed, their collective sweat cooling in the breeze from the open window. Glimmer’s head was nestled on Catra’s shoulder as she played idly with the tuft of fur between Catra’s breasts, periodically shivering as Adora—who was spooned up behind her—gently stroked the edges of her little pink wings.
Catra had grunted, ready for the question.
“That you were born with all these… cruel, self-hating thoughts pre-programmed on a loop in your head? Or that Shadow Weaver put them there by treating you like shit for years?”
They’d had to take a break then so Catra could ugly-cry into both her girlfriends’ shoulders at once, and then she had to go blow her nose and splash water on her face, but when she got back from that a minute later… she had to admit Glimmer made a good point.
So, Catra decides, standing outside Perfuma’s tent, fuck that voice. Fuck Shadow Weaver. Perfuma is Catra’s friend, the canopy of her tent is up, the invitation is open, and Perfuma’s going to be happy to see her. Catra sets her jaw and walks in.
“Hey, Perfu—”
Her feline eyes adjust almost instantly to the light inside the tent. Flaps on the ceiling have been rolled back over transparent panels, so plenty of daylight is pouring in, and the very first thing Catra sees is Perfuma and Scorpia standing in the tent’s little living area, enthusiastically making out.
“—oh-my-gods-I’m-so-sorry-for-interrupting-I’m-gonna-go-away-see-you-later-okay-bye,” Catra finishes over her shoulder as she exits the tent.
The only microscopic sliver of mercy in this entire situation is that Shadow Weaver would never have thought to use this to manipulate Catra into isolating herself from other people. Didn’t see that one coming either, did you, you dead fucking asshole.
She’s only a few paces out of the tent when she hears them both calling after her. “Catra! Catra, hold on! Wait!”
Catra’s embarrassed, but she’s not so embarrassed she doesn’t realize the infinitely greater potential for embarrassment if Perfuma and/or Scorpia have to chase her across the palace grounds, loudly forgiving her for walking in on them kissing. She groans and digs her heels in, reluctantly turning back to the tent.
She re-enters with her hand over her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she says, as soon as she can feel she’s cleared the flap.
Scorpia snorts. “We’re decent, Catra. Promise.”
Catra slowly lowers her hand. Perfuma and Scorpia are standing in front of her. They’re not making out anymore, but they are holding hands. They look a little flushed, but they seem happy and relaxed, not angry at Catra for barging in, so that’s a good sign. So was them asking her to come back. So was Scorpia’s little laugh just now. Catra had really missed hearing Scorpia laugh.
“Sorry,” she says again, cringing.
“It’s really okay,” Perfuma says. “It’s my bad for leaving the canopy up. We were just saying goodbye for a minute… or two…” She giggles. “And besides, you’ve seen us kissing before.”
Catra sputters a little. “I know that!” In fact, she has extremely clear memories of Perfuma and Scorpia’s very first kiss, whether she wants them or not. “I wasn’t scandalized. I was—come on, if I’d been… you know, kissing Adora, I wouldn’t want some weirdo crashing through the door either. I wanted to be… polite.”
“Awww,” says Perfuma. “That’s very sweet. We forgive you. No harm done.” Next to her, Scorpia nods firmly.
“You’re, uh, you’re saying goodbye?” Catra asks Scorpia.
“Yep,” she replies. “Just for a little while.”
Perfuma wraps both her arms around one of Scorpia’s and beams up at her proudly. “Scorpia’s going back to the Fright Zo—oh, excuse me,” she interrupts herself, but Catra’s pretty sure she did that on purpose for the drama. “The New Scorpion Kingdom for a few weeks.”
“Lots to do back home,” Scorpia agrees. “It’d be kind of a waste to get rid of everything from the Fright Zone and start from scratch. Nothing evil about a bunch of empty corridors and rusty old factory equipment. ’Course, we don’t need the war machine anymore, all that’s definitely getting dismantled, but… that’s just raw materials for all the new stuff we’re gonna build.”
Catra’s never seen Scorpia smile like this—full of pride in herself, hope for the future, confidence in the love of the woman at her side, protectiveness for the kingdom newly under her rule. It makes her look younger and older at the same time—Catra can’t really explain how both can be true, but it is.
It occurs to her, though, that she’s grateful she lived to see it.
Scorpia tells her about all the previously-AWOL Horde soldiers who’ve returned to help with the reconstruction, including Lonnie and her partners Kyle and Rogelio—Catra is briefly delighted to have won the bet she made with Adora like six years ago, but she doesn’t know where Adora’s going to get three grey ration bars to pay her with now.
Catra can also tell Scorpia is talking around the fact that Hordak and Entrapta are among those helping convert the Fright Zone to the New Scorpion Kingdom. She knows Scorpia’s even getting Frosta to help her write up an official amnesty law for the surviving clones, the ones Entrapta—and Hordak, and Wrong Hordak—have been trying to rehabilitate.
She appreciates the kind-hearted intent behind Scorpia’s self-censorship, but it doesn’t actually bother her. Next to everything else Catra’s been through, Hordak feels like a problem she used to have a long time ago—unpleasant, but firmly in the past. Like puberty. Gods, she wishes she could share that analogy with Hordak himself. She decides to save it for Adora later. Adora will laugh her ass off.
And she can’t deny he’s probably the perfect person to help tear down and rebuild the Fright Zone. If that’s what he actually wants to do with the rest of his life… Catra’s more than happy to stay out of his way and leave him to it.
As long as she never has to find out what the deal with him and Entrapta is.
It feels good to catch up with Scorpia, good to see her around Perfuma, good to hear about her big and big-hearted plans for the future.
“Anyway,” Scorpia says after they’ve chatted for a while, “I was saying goodbye, wasn’t I? Oh, I hope nobody’s been waiting on me.” She gives Perfuma one last lingering kiss and scoops Catra up in a quick hug. “See you soon!” she calls over her shoulder as she makes her exit.
Perfuma sighs happily as she watches Scorpia go. Then she sees the expression on Catra’s face. “What?” she asks. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I dunno. I really like the new Scorpia,” Catra says with a shrug.
Perfuma hums. “I really like the new Catra.”
Catra, who hadn’t been expecting the praise, goes tongue-tied for a minute. Perfuma smiles serenely.
It slowly occurs to Catra that she came to Perfuma’s tent for a reason.
“Hey, uh, you’re leaving soon too, aren’t you? Going back home to your kingdom.”
“In a few days, yes, for a little while. I’ve got a couple of weeks of business in Plumeria, then I’m visiting Scorpia for a week in her kingdom, then I’ll be back in Bright Moon. Also with Scorpia.” She smiles sweetly. “Did you want me to bring you something from home?”
Maybe her power isn’t plants at all, Catra thinks, maybe it’s just straight-up mind-reading. “Uh… yeah, actually. You—you mentioned the library there? The one in the universe-thingy.”
“The university library?”
“Yeah. Would they—do they have books on magical botany?”
She’s proud to have caught Perfuma a little off guard. The princess blinks for a moment. “I—yes, they have many, many—Catra, I’m so curious now! You want me to bring you library books about magical botany?”
“Or just like… information? About a couple of different plants. Weird plants. That we maybe don’t know what they are, and are maybe kinda afraid of, and are maybe, probably, at least a little bit dark magic… and, uh. How to kill them. Ideally.”
Perfuma puts it together. “Ohhh. This is about Shadow Weaver’s garden. You and King Micah.”
“Yeah,” Catra says. “We’re still… working on that. But she had a couple of real specimens in there, and Micah’s at a loss—which is a little scary because I thought he knew everything—and I guess they don’t know anything about them at Mystacor, either, so.” She shrugs a little and smiles hopefully. “I’m turning to my #1 plant expert.”
“Flatterer,” Perfuma winks. “I think I can find time for a little research while I’m home. Tell me about these plants.”
Catra tries to describe them, but it’s easier just to take Perfuma out to the garden and see for herself. One is an ugly, scaly vine the colour and consistency of burned flesh that seems to shift position when it’s not being watched. The other looks like some kind of ground-creeping ivy, its waxy leaves an urgently vivid orange and blue that set off danger alarms deep in Catra’s brain stem.
“Oh, I hate the vibes of these things,” Perfuma says, lip uncharacteristically curled, staying safely behind Catra despite standing several inches taller than the other woman.
“Don’t suppose you recognize them and can save yourself a trip.”
“Ewww, no.” Perfuma almost seems offended that Catra thinks she’d associate with such creepy plants. “I’m definitely going to have to look these up.” She looks around at the garden and the increasing number of bare-earth gaps between the strange and unpleasant vegetation. “I’ll make a couple of sketches and then we can—oh! What are you doing here?” It’s like she’s just spotted an old friend. She rushes over to a corner of the garden, where a jagged mass of dishwater-coloured spines looks sharp enough to tear through flesh like spun sugar.
“Catra!” Perfuma calls out. “This is a bleak thistle!” It sure is, thinks Catra, but Perfuma is already talking to the murderous-looking growth again. “You’re so far from home,” she coos. It sounds like she’s talking to a small animal.
“I, uh…”
“Will you save this one for me?” she asks. “I know it’s sharp and it looks pretty intimidating, but it doesn’t belong here. I know a… well, a conservatory, kind of, in the Crimson Waste that would be just perfect for it. Will you wait so I can help you and King Micah transplant it?”
Catra shrugs. They haven’t been working in any particular order, except for a few parasites that needed to be carefully removed before they could deal with the underlying host. This one can hang around for a few weeks. “Yeah, sure,” she says, “no problem. Bleak thistle, all yours.”
Perfuma actually hugs her. Over a thistle. Just when Catra thinks she has the princess figured out.
They head back to Perfuma’s tent after she sketches the too-colourful leaves and the perpetually decaying vine (and promises the thistle she’ll be back for it soon). “Are you busy right now?” Perfuma asks.
Catra shakes her head. “Nah. Glimmer’s doing court stuff with Micah, Bow was in his workshop with the door closed, and Adora’s swimming laps in the pool.” She sniffs disdainfully. “Won’t catch me in a room that’s just a giant hole full of water. Fuck that.”
Perfuma throws her head back and laughs her musical laugh. “Oh, you poor thing. You can come meditate with me in the sunshine, then.”
They go to the grassy spot behind Perfuma’s tent, out of the way of anyone walking by, and sit cross-legged in the grass for half an hour or so. Of those 30 minutes, Catra thinks she might have managed seven or eight non-consecutive seconds of a totally empty head—which is more than the five or six seconds she managed last week, so she’s definitely getting better at this.
She needs to find a different term than “empty head” before she tells Adora about it, though, or the teasing is going to be merciless.

    When you find yourself drowning in self-hate, you have to remind yourself that you weren’t born feeling this way. That at some point in your journey, some person or experience sent you the message that there was something wrong with who you are, and you internalized those messages and took them on as your truth. But that hate isn’t yours to carry, and those judgments aren’t about you. And in the same way that you learned to think badly of yourself, you can learn to think new, self-loving and accepting thoughts. You can learn to challenge those beliefs, take away their power, and reclaim your own. It won’t be easy, and it won’t happen over night. But it is possible. And it starts when you decide that there has to be more to life than this pain you feel. It starts when you decide that you deserve to discover it.
— Danielle Keopke


  
    interlude
some day we’ll both wake up for good

    It’s weird for Catra to think about the fact that Adora has lived at Bright Moon so long she needs to clean out her bedroom. Adora gets defensive about the state her closet is in every time Catra makes the tiniest little joke about how much crap she’s amassed over the past three years.
“There was a war on, Catra. I didn’t have time for… spring cleaning!”
Perhaps to avoid any more of Catra’s—extremely hilarious, by the way—jokes about being devoured by the First Ones monster potentially lurking behind all the bags and baskets and boxes of miscellany, Adora’s decided to take today and try to get things organized. And—perhaps because Adora’s wearing a top that’s barely more than a sports bra and some frankly indecent running shorts—Catra’s keeping her company while she does.
“You don’t have to be here, Catra,” says Adora for the fifth or sixth time. “Aren’t you bored? You can go hang out with Glimmer or something if you want, I won’t be mad.”
“Hmm?” Catra says, quickly looking up from the lines of muscle running up and down Adora’s right thigh. “What?”
Adora blushes instantly. “Were you just…”
“Yeah, sorry, wasn’t listening.”
“Uh-huh…” Catra might break a sweat with the effort it’s taking to maintain her deadpan as Adora squirms happily and goes back to sorting through stuff.
Catra hasn’t really talked about this yet, but she loves doing nothing. That was never an option in the Horde: if you weren’t on mission, you were training; if you weren’t training, you were eating or sleeping. Neither Hordak nor Shadow Weaver—nor, later, Catra herself—had ever been a major proponent of “downtime” when there was conquering to be done.
Now? It might be her second-favourite thing about this brave new world besides sex with Adora—okay, besides everything with Adora. She could lie here on their bed and listen to Adora rustle through trash all fucking day. Catra sighs, does another thirty glorious seconds of nothing at all, and feels decadent right down to her toes.
It takes her a minute to notice that the rustling has stopped. Hoping that Adora’s planning a make-out break, Catra flops over to face her girlfriend—but Adora’s still sitting in the middle of the floor, surrounded by junk. She’s holding a piece of paper in her hand and she looks stricken.
“Adora?” says Catra, but Adora doesn’t move a muscle except for her eyes, which continue to read, corners slowly crinkling with pain. “Hey, Adora, are you okay? What are you reading? Adora!”
“M’huh?” Adora actually jumps a little, like she’s coming back to herself from somewhere far away, and looks at Catra like she’s seeing a ghost. Her eyes are so full of tears Catra’s surprised she could read at all.
Before she can say anything else, Adora has launched herself from the floor towards the bed, pinning Catra to the mattress with her entire body, literally wrapping all four limbs around her. Catra’s basically immobilized, and she feels Adora’s hot tears on the side of her neck.
“Catra…” Adora whispers, “Catra…” Her voice cracks, and then she’s sobbing.
“Hey, hey, hey,” soothes Catra, “hey, Adora, I’m here. I’m right here, okay? Like right here.” She wriggles a little, nuzzling Adora and kissing the tip of her ear, the only part of Adora she can currently reach. “Everything’s okay. I’m here, I’m safe, I’m alive, and I’m all yours.” Adora grips her even tighter, still weeping.
“Adora, what did you just read?”
Adora doesn’t answer immediately, but Catra feels her start to slow her breathing, so Catra makes her own breaths slow and regular too. Adora sniffles and swallows a few times, then infinitesimally loosens her hold on Catra to wipe at her eyes.
“Catra,” she says again, voice still breaking. “I wrote you a letter.”
Catra doesn’t get it.
“I wrote it… after the portal.”
“Oh.” Catra gets it. “I’m… I’m not sure what to say.”
Adora shakes her head sharply. “You don’t need to say anything. It’s not about what you did. It’s about… us.”
Catra tries to remember what constituted “us” right after the portal. She trembles, and she knows Adora can feel it.
“I didn’t think…” Adora sounds like she’s trying to explain herself. “Catra, I didn’t know… I thought we would never…”
Catra wriggles some more until Adora reluctantly lets her climb into a sitting position. She scoots around to sit behind Adora, wrapping her arms around her girlfriend’s waist and resting her cheek against Adora’s back.
They take turns being the little spoon. It’s definitely Adora’s turn right now.
“Do you want me to read it?” Catra asks, trying to keep her tone as neutral as possible. “I’ll read it, if you want me to.”
Adora sobs again, just once. “I don’t know. It’s not… it’s not important stuff. It’s just sad.” She snuggles back into Catra. “Not to mention extremely out of date.”
“Yeah,” Catra says. “I get that too. It’s totally up to you.”
Adora’s quiet for a moment, lost in thought. Then she unclasps Catra’s hands from her waist, kisses them, and scurries to retrieve the letter from the floor before practically flinging herself back into Catra’s arms. The letter’s folded over. Catra feels a hot coal of dread flare in the pit of her stomach.
“I wrote this because I was sad,” Adora says, apparently as a preamble. “I was so sad after—” Catra feels her wrestle her tears back under control. “Someone told me I might feel better if I wrote my feelings down. So I tried it.”
Catra hums. “Did you feel better?”
“A little, I guess,” Adora sniffles. “Not as good as I feel now. Not as good as you make me feel every day.” She twists around and kisses Catra on the lips, mouth hot and cheeks still wet with tears. Catra doesn’t mind, and she really doesn’t mind when Adora deepens the kiss with her tongue, hands sliding up Catra’s sides, thumbs just brushing the underside of her breasts.
“Whoa,” moans Catra, “okay, or we could do this…”
“I just…” Adora says, still hungrily kissing Catra between breaths, “I need you to know… I need you to know how I feel now… before you read it, okay?” Another kiss, the sloppiest one yet, and this time one of her hands cups Catra’s breast fully, thumb teasing the nipple through her shirt. Catra’s so glad she decided not to wear a bra today.
She doesn’t want to have sex with this hanging over their heads, though, so she very gently disengages from Adora, brushing leftover tears from her girlfriend’s cheeks with a soft caress, then brushing a few of Adora’s tears from her own. She rubs her thighs together.
“Gods’ sake, Adora,” she mutters, “I think I’m wetter than your face right now.”
Adora’s startled hiccup of a laugh cracks them both up. They end up leaning on each other, forehead to forehead, hands cupping the backs of each other’s necks.
Adora lets out a long, trembling sigh. “Okay. Ready?”
Catra kisses her nose. “I’m ready for anything as long as I’ve got you.”
“Catraaa!” Adora rocks her shoulders back and forth. “You can’t just say things like that!”
“Or what,” Catra teases, “you’ll fall in love with me?”
But Adora just looks her in the eyes, simple and serious. “Too late.”
Now it’s Catra’s turn to flush all the way to her ears. She holds her hand out for the letter, making sure to brush her fingers against Adora’s when she takes it.

    “Dear Catra, You are my enemy now, and you always will be. I know that now…”


    Honestly, Catra thinks, it could be a lot worse. Part of her was expecting vitriol, or Double Trouble’s style of ruthless character demolition, or an itemized list of every shitty thing Catra had ever said or done.
This? This is definitely sad. It breaks Catra’s heart all over again to think about how badly she hurt Adora; the pain seeps through every word on the page. But as she reads it, and then re-reads it, and then reads it a third time through, she sees it’s even more full of love.
“Adora,” she breathes.
“I know,” says Adora, and kisses the side of Catra’s head. “I’m sorry.”
“No, no,” says Catra, getting her voice back a little. "You have nothing to be sorry for. That was… really honest. And really fair. It—made me sad too, how much we hurt each other. How much I hurt you.
“But… Adora…?”
“Y-yes, Catra?”
“That letter was also really gay.”
Adora sputters, too shocked to even try to shove or tickle her. Catra holds the letter up and finds the middle paragraph.
“You missed me, Adora. You missed my smile. You even missed me being faster than you, you terminal slowpoke.”
Adora is blushing, and smiling, and crying all at once. She looks kind of like a hot mess, frankly. And Catra has never loved her more.
“You—you really loved me,” she finishes, the teasing lilt gone from her voice. “You really always did.”
“I really always did,” Adora confirms, leaning in for another teary kiss.
Later, Adora tosses the letter into one of the bags she’s using for trash.
She doesn’t need it any more.

  
    the ones you light your fires to keep away

    Catra dreams she’s standing on a beach, watching black waves roll over rust-coloured sand. She’s alone on the shore, she knows she is—she looks around and confirms that she is—but the part of her subconscious that always knows exactly how many people are in a room with her insists urgently that she’s not.
The beach is silent. No birds or clouds cross the bruise-hued sky. Icy fishhooks of dread start tugging at Catra’s insides. The moons are rising, but they’re cracked and misshapen, their orbits wildly out of sync. Catra tries to see if there’s anything moving under the water, and realizes she can’t—it’s as opaque as ink.
Someone is screaming her name.
She knows Adora’s voice at once, but with the fluidity of dreams, Catra hears Adora at age 14, gangly and giggly, the same cluster of pimples always breaking out in the same four spots on her right temple. Adora, 14 years old, screaming Catra’s name as she’s about to be dragged out of sight in the Whispering Woods. By defectors, but not rebels—washouts who’d gone AWOL to become bandits, raiding civilian and Horde targets alike.
Catra and Adora had been on a training mission with their fellow cadets. The transport had been ambushed, their instructor Peregrine and the soldier driving killed instantly. The bandits, a foul-mouthed, foul-smelling crew of six, planned to ransom the cadets back to Shadow Weaver—which meant they were as good as dead, Catra had known. Shadow Weaver might pay to get Adora back, but Lonnie and Rogelio and Kyle? Decreasingly likely. And as for Catra… Shadow Weaver was more likely to pay the bandits to keep her than return her.
But all of that had become moot when two of the raiders started dragging Adora away from the rest of the group, their intentions obvious. Catra didn’t even think a complete thought before she’d shattered the nearest thug’s wrist and flipped his particle blaster into her hand, daylight suddenly shining through a sizzling hole in its former owner’s skull. Before he could even fall, Lonnie had sprung to her feet, slamming her freshly-shaved head into the face of the one who’d been binding her with rope, shattering the bone in his nose and driving it up into his brain.
Lonnie’s fatal headbutt was tracked by the same tertiary part of Catra’s mind that heard Rogelio’s roar turn suddenly into a meaty growl, then recede under the wet gurgle of another bandit’s death rattle. A secondary part targeted two more shots with the blaster and the meathead restraining Kyle lost most of what earned him the name, Kyle fleeing towards the safety of Rogelio’s blood-spattered arms and away from the smoking stump of the former meathead’s neck.
Then Catra had thrown the blaster in Lonnie’s general direction and herself, claws first, towards the pair dragging Adora away. They’d barely had time to register the commotion behind them, and had only started to turn around before they dropped Adora entirely, both their hands flying up to their freshly slit throats in vain.
It was over in seconds. Catra had yanked Adora away from the twitching heap of her would-be assailants, smearing their blood everywhere as she’d obsessively checked Adora for injuries. Adora had assured her she was fine, they hadn’t done anything to her, Catra had been fast enough, she was fine, they were all fine, everything was fine.
So why can Catra still hear her screaming?
She’s not 14, making her first kills in the Whispering Woods for the sake of protecting Adora. She’s not being stalked on the shore of a dying world. She’s not holding Adora’s lifeless body under the Heart of Etheria, begging her to stay.
She’s in bed. She’s in Bright Moon. The war is over. The Horde is a memory. And Adora’s right here, in her arms, safe—except she’s having a nightmare of her own.
“Adora,” Catra tries to say at a normal speaking volume, voice still rough as she struggles the rest of the way towards wakefulness. Adora just whimpers and rocks back and forth against Catra, face slack with sleep except for deep creases of distress above her eyebrows. “Catra!” she cries again desperately, not realizing Catra’s the one holding her—the irony tears at Catra’s heart.
“Adora!” she says a little louder, giving her thrashing girlfriend a gentle shake, and then a less gentle one.
“Catra!” Adora shrieks right in her face, like she’s not here at all, like she’s watching Catra take another six-storey swan dive behind her eyelids, and fear bubbles up in Catra that she won’t be able to wake her, that Adora’s going to be trapped in her nightmare forever, that Catra will be close enough to touch her terrified lover but never able to reach her—
Catra panics and sinks her teeth into Adora’s shoulder, biting down on the muscle nearly hard enough to draw blood, springing back in horror the instant she realizes what she’s done.
It was a fucked-up feral instinct, but it’s effective—Adora yelps with pain, a surprised, indignant cry that sounds nothing like her frantic screams of a moment earlier. “What the… C-Catra…?” She reaches up to rub her shoulder—even in the dim moonlight from the window, Catra can clearly see her bite marks in the curve of Adora’s deltoid and feels hot with shame—but soon Adora’s semi-conscious confusion visibly gives way, and Catra can see the dream coming back to her.
Specifically, what Catra sees is Adora’s eyes go wide, then fill with tears, and then her entire face crumbling as she starts to sob. “Catra. Oh Catra, thank you, you’re here, Catra, thank you, I love you, oh my gods, oh my gods I love you, thank you.”
This is heartbreaking—Catra hates what these dreams do to Adora, and she hates that Adora’s grateful she caused her pain—but now that Adora’s at least awake and aware, it’s something Catra can work with. She grabs Adora in a tight hug and lays a cluster of kisses over the impressions left by her teeth, then cups the back of Adora’s head and repositions her so she’s snuggled against Catra’s chest, ear to Catra’s breastbone, so she can listen to the steady beat of Catra’s heart.
“I’m here,” Catra says, grateful she can finally speak in a soft voice. “I’m with you, Adora. We’re safe. We’re in Bright Moon. The war is over, the Horde is gone, I’m right here.”
Adora just keens without words, grabbing two fists full of the bedspread and bringing them to her face to muffle the heart-wrenching sound. Catra pulls her close, mumbling soothing nonsense into the top of Adora’s head, letting her terrified, exhausted girlfriend cry herself out.
It only takes a few minutes. Catra finds a relatively clean handkerchief in the nightstand and hands it to Adora so she can blow her nose, then settles back against the pillow, cradling Adora as close to her as possible.
“Wanna talk about it?” Catra asks quietly.
Sometimes Adora does, sometimes she doesn’t. Tonight she does. “A little,” she says in a small voice. “You had the failsafe.”
It’s all she has to explain.
“And let me guess,” Catra says gently, “I didn’t also happen to be She-Ra in this scenario.”
Adora shakes her head, whimpering. Her voice gets even smaller. “I had to watch you die.”
“Shhhh,” Catra says, “shhhhhh. Listen to this.” She pulls Adora back to her chest. “Listen, Adora. Listen to my heart. I didn’t die. I’m alive. Listen.”
Adora listens. She listens for so long Catra thinks she’s fallen back asleep, but then she speaks.
“I couldn’t follow you.”
Catra’s not sure if they’re still talking about the same dream. “What do you mean?” she asks.
“In the—I dreamed it was you. Who took the failsafe. Who went into the Heart and d-died. And I couldn’t—the Heart went dormant, and there was only one failsafe—I couldn’t…”
Kill yourself after I died? Catra refuses to say aloud. The thought twists in her guts like something razor-sharp and barbed.
“Shhhhh,” she says instead. “You don’t need to follow me anywhere, Adora, I’m right here, and I’m not leaving you. Not ever.”
“Not ever,” Adora repeats. “You’d better not ever. I know what it’s like to lose you now. I can’t go through that again, Catra, I can’t.”
“You won’t have to.” Catra will remind Adora of this every hour of every day of the rest of their lives, if that’s how often Adora needs to hear it. Catra definitely needs to say it from time to time, just because she can, just to spit in the face of all the forces that tried to keep them apart. “I’m where I belong now, Adora. I’m with you. And I’m not. going. anywhere.”
“Promise?” The tiny quiver in Adora’s voice hits Catra like a punch in the stomach.
She squeezes Adora tight. “I promise.”
After a few more minutes, Adora wriggles up to eye-level and kisses Catra softly on the lips. “Thank you,” she whispers.
It would sound weird to say “thank you” back, so Catra doesn’t, but she doesn’t know how to tell Adora that cuddling and consoling her through a nightmare feels like the most extravagant privilege Catra’s ever been granted. To be the one Adora turns to. To be the one she needs. It’s above any honour she can imagine, that she gets to be here for Adora.
Adora sighs. “I’m glad Glimmer’s not sleeping over with us tonight.”
Now that’s… sort of the opposite of how Catra expected her to feel. Especially since Catra feels like she wouldn’t have minded the extra pair of hands tonight—one more hand to comfort Adora, and one for Catra to clutch herself. “Really?” she asks.
“I… I don’t know,” Adora admits with a shrug, “maybe not. I just—haven’t had a nightmare like this in front of her yet, and I guess I’m… enjoying the part of our relationship before she learns how fucked-up and broken I am.”
Adora’s self-deprecation moves through Catra like an electric shock. It even wakes Melog, who lets out a low mrrrow of protest from the end of the bed, both at Adora’s specific sentiment and how loud their emotions are being right now.
“You,” Catra says in a thin, measured voice, “are not fucked up, Adora. You are not broken. That’s not what happened to you, Adora, and that’s not what you are. It’s not what I think you are. And it’s not what Glimmer would ever think you are. Are you kidding me? Glimmer thinks you’re the strongest person she’s ever met! She told me herself, literally in those words. She wasn’t talking about She-Ra, either. And if Glimmer had been here tonight, she wouldn’t have seen anything to change her mind.”
Adora sighs a long, unhappy sigh, but she nods. Even if she doesn’t quite feel it herself, she knows she’ll lose this argument with Catra. Just like she always does. Just like she hopes she always will.
“Were you dreaming?” Adora asks. “When I woke you?” Catra hesitates, and Adora notices. “You weren’t having a nightmare too, were you? Are you all right? It’s okay for us to support each other, you know, you don’t have to—”
“I know! Adora, I know. I’m fine, I’m completely fine,” Catra says. “It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t a nightmare. I was dreaming that you were in trouble. And that I had to save you.”
“Oh.” The look of frustration on Adora’s face softens instantly. “Well, I was in trouble.” She kisses Catra’s mouth again. “And you did save me.” Another kiss—then another, and another, and she sighs, resting her forehead against Catra’s, peace slowly trickling back in to her heart.
“My hero,” says Adora, and she means it.

  
    all my wishes one day will be true

    Dedicated to my winter semester 2002 carpool crew, wherever and whoever we all are now.

    

    “Mermista hates me,” Catra insists.
“She does not!” Adora puts a lot of intensity behind her words, possibly to make up for the fact that she doesn’t quite sound like she believes them.
“Listen—the other princesses had, you know, time. To get used to me being on your side. To like, hang out with me when we weren’t trying to kill each other.” Catra rubs her jaw ruefully. "Or knock me into next week with a right hook. Whatever. But Mermista was chipped, and then she was in the infirmary, and then she went home to Salineas to help with the reconstruction there—reconstructing after I helped Hordak blow it all up.
“I’m not—this isn’t a guilt thing, okay? I do feel guilty, but—look, Adora, I promise this isn’t me beating myself up. I mean, maybe she’ll get over it one day! I… I hope she does. I’m just saying—I gave her a lot to get over.”
Adora sighs. “So you don’t want to join Bow and Glimmer’s double date with her and Sea Hawk tonight.”
“No. And Mermista doesn’t want me to either. Nobody does, trust me. I—no, let me finish—I’m sure we could be totally civil with each other, but our vibes would wreck the mood of the whole night. Everyone else has been really… eager, for the most part, to forgive me, and that’s—I’m grateful for that. But Mermista needs more time. And that’s… I mean… that’s fair, you know? That has to be fair.”
Adora hums neutrally. “Your ‘vibes,’ huh? Okay, Perfuma.” She gives Catra a gentle, teasing poke in the shoulder. “I still think you’re being too hard on yourself, but I also think you’re being really thoughtful about Mermista’s feelings. I’ll tell Glimmer we’re staying in tonight. Guess you’ll just have to watch me obliterate Sea Hawk at arm wrestling some other time.”
For a moment Catra looks tempted to change her mind, but she shakes her head, a bittersweet smile on her face. “Some other time.”

    

    Mermista plops her chin in her hand and stares across the bar to where Sea Hawk and Bow are arm-in-arm, trying to enlist other patrons to sing along with the shanty they’re improvising. The responses run the entire gamut from mild disinterest to complete disinterest, but that doesn’t seem to be stopping them from trying.
As Sea Hawk tugs Bow’s face right up against the side of his neck and Bow, even from across the room, gets visibly starry-eyed by the proximity, Mermista leans over to Glimmer. “You know what else rhymes with ‘nautical’? Homoerotical.”
Glimmer laughs like she’s just been hit in the stomach, nearly aspirating half her cocktail. “I guess I should be grateful,” Mermista smirks at her. “At least if he’s flirting with your boyfriend he’s not setting anything on fire.”
Fortunately Glimmer’s mouth isn’t full of liquid this time. “Mer-mista! Oh my gods. I mean, you’re not wrong…” She catches her breath and smiles fondly. “I happen to think it’s kind of adorable.”
“Uh-huh. That sounds like you.” A stranger listening in might not hear the affection in Mermista’s voice, but Glimmer can. “So speaking of Adora-ble…” All of her attention suddenly snaps to Glimmer, the “seven seas of friendship and the rolling waves of love” or whatever the boys are singing about instantly forgotten. Glimmer cringes a little, partly at the pun, partly at the suggestive tilt to Mermista’s eyebrows. “Feel free to tell me to mind my own business, but also? Feel free to tell me absolutely everything.”
Glimmer laughs again, maybe just a tiny bit nervously. “I mean… it sounds like you sort of already know.”
“All I know is enough to make me want to know more. Perfuma told me you all played Spin the Bottle after we left the party the other weekend, which—okay, wow. And then by the end of it, Perfuma and Scorpia hooked up, and like a week later, you’re with Adora? And Catra?”
Mermista shakes her head as she continues. “You just… you gotta help me connect the dots. Adora and Catra have history together, like history-history, so that’s one’s obvious. You and Bow, also obvious—and finally a thing, thank gods, by the way. And you and Adora have always been, y’know…” Mermista shrugs, “you’re real soft together. It’s cute. You and Catra, though? That’s where I’m like, lost in the fucking wilderness.”
Glimmer sighs and smiles. “If it helps, it was a surprise to me too. When we—when Catra and I were being held on Horde Prime’s ship, we… we went through a lot, together. And then she saved me, and then we all went back to save her, and when we got her back, she—she wasn’t the same Catra anymore. She is, but she isn’t. She’s not hurting anyone, or h-herself, or pushing people away. She’s making connections, she’s trying to make things right. She knows it’s going to take a long time, we all do, but—I’ve seen her working on it every day. And, I don’t know. We just… connected. And then all three of us really… connected.”
“Huh.” Mermista frowns thoughtfully and takes a long sip of her drink as she processes what Glimmer’s said. She rolls the glass between her hands for a while, takes another brief sip from it, then nods, apparently reaching the end of her train of thought. She tilts her drink a little in Glimmer’s direction.
“The sex must be un-real,” she drawls, and in an instant Glimmer’s face turns bright pink. Mermista chuckles and gives her a self-satisfied wink. “Thought so.”

    

    “Really loving this ‘double’ date we’re on,” Mermista sighs sarcastically as the server brings her and Glimmer—and just her and Glimmer—another round.
“I mostly feel sorry for the band,” Glimmer says, clinking her drink against Mermista’s. “They took one request from these knuckleheads and now they’re stuck with ’em.” Indeed, Bow and Sea Hawk are attempting quite a performance on the dance floor, now with a reluctantly bespoke soundtrack. A couple of other patrons seem to have elevated their response from mild disinterest to mild curiosity. Mermista isn’t one of them.
“You know what? This is actually fine,” Mermista says in a gentler tone of voice. Glimmer raises an eyebrow. “I’m not even being a bitch, I mean it. Okay, first of all, you and I never hang out, so this is… you know, it’s nice or whatever. Second, this is my favourite bar, and I’ll tell you my two favourite things about my favourite bar: none of my exes ever come here, and none of his exes ever come here.”
Glimmer cocks her head. She doesn’t have any exes herself, but that doesn’t sound… “Is that—do you guys go a lot of places where that’s a problem?” Mermista just groans and waves the question away.
“Don’t get me sidetracked. So no awkward exes here, but also, no mind-controlled zombies trying to chip us, no huge First Ones creature to battle, no advancing army of murderbots, no—well, you know—no surprisingly sexy Horde spies setting off bombs in the middle of a party…” She sighs, sounding so tired, and closes her eyes for a moment, and it’s an unusually vulnerable display for her.
“We can just chill,” Mermista finishes with a little shrug, opening her beautiful brown eyes again. “Rebuild, and heal, and get on with our lives.”
Glimmer nods, a lump of emotion in her throat. She’s more than familiar with the feeling.
“Plus,” Mermista adds, finally sparing a glance across the bar to the big number their boyfriends are apparently now trying to choreograph, “I’ve got a great view of his ass from here.”
Glimmer realizes she can’t be allowed to drink anything at all when Mermista is talking. What had once been a mouthful of ice water is now everywhere.
“Sorry, sorry,” Mermista says as she helps Glimmer wipe everything up with napkins, not sounding terribly sorry at all. “We just need to hang out more. I’m really not that funny once you get used to me.”
Glimmer’s not so sure about that. Mermista’s wit is even drier than Catra’s, and something about her flawless deadpan zeroes in on the heart of Glimmer’s sense of humour. She definitely wants to hang out more with Mermista, so she’ll take the excuse, but she’s going to time her beverage intake carefully when she does.
They manage to restore their table to more or less its pre–Water Incident condition. A question Glimmer wants to ask Mermista pops up again in her mind, and this time she doesn’t ignore it. She hopes it’s okay to ask. She remembers that Mermista had been vulnerable, a little, with her.
“Hey, uh, Mermista? Do you… do you really hate Catra?”
Mermista’s eyebrows go up just a little and she leans slightly back in her chair, as shocked as Glimmer’s ever seen her. “Uhhhh,” she begins, “did I… say I hated her? Did I do something? I don’t—”
“No! No, no, no. I just… I know you haven’t had a chance to spend much time in Bright Moon since… everything, and I just wondered—I know after everything that happened—ugh, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
“Hey, chill, it’s fine,” Mermista interrupts. “She’s your—you’re saying ‘girlfriend,’ right? Okay, so you think I might hate your girlfriend. You and I are friends. It’s a totally legit thing to bring up.”
Glimmer smiles a little when Mermista calls them friends, but it falls away when she realizes Mermista validated her question without technically answering it.
“Okay, so… do you?”
Mermista sighs. It’s not her typical sarcastic sigh, and it’s not her weary optimism from before, either. “The short answer is no. I don’t hate her.”
It hangs in the air for a few moments. Glimmer frowns. “So what’s the long answer?”
“It… depends on what you mean by ‘hate.’”
Glimmer chirps a little “oh!” of dismay and Mermista lifts her hand. “It’s a longer answer than that. I don’t…” She sighs again. "It’s not that I want bad things to happen to her. Or, like… that I think she doesn’t deserve happiness with you and Adora.
“Adora’s told me stuff and, you know, alluded to stuff, about growing up in the Horde. Her and Catra. And some of what happened with them, like, out in space. And…” Mermista shrugs, conceding an unspoken point, "I talk to Perfuma. She doesn’t say much about it, but we’ve known each other a long time. I know she’s… helping Catra. With stuff.
"And that’s good. Great, even. Again, like, I don’t think she doesn’t deserve a chance to start over, if she’s really gonna take it. And I don’t not believe you and Perfuma about the work she’s doing…
“But I’m still angry.” She doesn’t sound angry. She just sounds tired. “Maybe when I’m a little further removed from 12-hour shifts clearing rubble from what used to be Salineans’ homes… Look, I don’t want to be angry at her anymore. And honestly, there are people I’m a lot angrier at. I’ll…” She rubs the back of her neck and closes her eyes for another moment. It looks like she’s trying to imagine something.
“I’ll get over it. It’s not, like, a forever thing. But it’s a thing I’m still in the middle of right now.”
Glimmer nods, then wraps an arm around Mermista’s shoulders and gives her a little squeeze. Over by the stage, Bow and Sea Hawk are similarly entwined, though they’re expressing themselves at a much higher volume.
“You’re right,” says Glimmer.
“I know,” Mermista replies automatically. “What part, though?”
“We should definitely hang out more.”

  
    a land of holidays

    You’ll build a land of holidays,
far away
from winter and minutiae
Into the sea, pale and unashamed,
you will wade
until the stillness covers you
And you’ll belong forever
to the moon, and the stars,
and the faint creaking of cardboard and wires
— Frankie Sparo, “Hospitalville”


    prologue
une histoire écorchée

    It starts as a blissfully low-key night off for the Best Friends Squad.
Glimmer’s long since stopped sneaking around with Bow, and her relationship with Adora and Catra is slowly becoming known around the palace too, so they don’t have to politely avoid the guards anymore—which means they can have sleepovers in Glimmer’s room, the only one with a bed big enough for all four of them (and what feels like the exponential increase in the number of elbows and knees Catra has to avoid at night).
No one’s said it in so many words, but they’re all still feeling rattled after Catra’s close call with the dreadbalm shrub the other day. No one’s sure who suggested a sleepover in the first place, or how the unspoken assumption formed that they’d all sleep at Glimmer’s tonight—but here they are, in their comfiest pyjamas, drinking mugs of hot cocoa from a large carafe.
They’re sitting on cushions in the middle of Glimmer’s floor playing Waterfall, Adora and Bow on one side of the game board, Glimmer and Catra on the other. But since Catra and Adora didn’t grow up playing Waterfall (unlike some people), they’re mainly pawns in a Bow vs. Glimmer proxy war, the orange and blue sections of the board constantly shifting as the game continues.
Bow leans close to Adora’s ear and starts whispering something, occasionally nodding towards the board with a jerk of his head.
“You can’t just tell her what moves to play!” Glimmer groans for the sixth or seventh time.
“Oh, he’s—he’s totally not,” Adora says with a super-fake-sounding laugh. “We’re, uh, we’re talking about how hot you two look in those outfits.” Glimmer and Catra give each other a quick up-and-down look: they’re both wearing oversized t-shirts and baggy sweatpants. Adora winks at them with a cheesy grin.
It would be kind of embarrassing if it weren’t so cute.
“Just play your turn already, you dork,” says Catra, but she can’t hide a fond smile. “Sparkles and I want to see what kind of brilliant strategic manoeuvre you came up with all by yourself.”
Bow rolls his eyes in a theatrical display of pained offence, and Adora sticks her tongue out. “Fine. Take this.”
She sets a bluish-green token between two of Bow’s greenish-blue pieces and one of Catra’s orangeish-red ones, and the colours on the board reconfigure again. There’s a lot more blue than before, advancing on the orange from multiple directions.
Catra swears under her breath, but Glimmer gives her a supportive elbow nudge and places a reddish-orange piece of her own. The board returns to a roughly even orange/blue split.
“Nice defensive move,” Bow sing-songs. Even his trash talk involves a lot of positivity, Catra’s noticed. “But you’re only delaying the inevitable.”
“Talk, talk, talk,” Glimmer scoffs, and she looks down at Bow’s mouth pointedly, then makes eye contact with him again and briefly licks her lips. Whatever he was about to say comes out as a barely-linguistic jumble of sounds. Glimmer just smiles sweetly at her flustered boyfriend, fluttering her eyelashes a little.
Adora gives Catra a wide-eyed look that says, Have you been teaching her how to flirt?!
Catra smiles back smugly. Happy to teach you too, says the unmistakable tilt of her eyebrows. Unmistakable to Adora at least, who harrumphs and looks away, tips of her ears turning red.
Meanwhile, Bow gets enough of his composure back to make a decisive move that leaves orange surrounded by blue on nearly every side. But Catra—without any help from Glimmer at all, Adora—has spotted a gap between Bow’s expert placement and Adora’s less sophisticated coverage and fills it with an orangeish-red token of her own.
“You—wait, wh—but—I thought I—oh no.” Bow goes through the five stages of grief in about three seconds as the board turns orange from corner to corner. Glimmer, meanwhile, is practically levitating with triumphant energy, and when Catra turns to her with a softly expectant smile—like she hopes she’s earned Glimmer’s approval—what she gets is Glimmer’s hands in her hair and an enthusiastic kiss on the mouth, with plenty of tongue.
On the other side of the board, Adora is giving Bow a consolation hug, patting him on the back. “It’s okay, buddy,” she says, “we’ll get ’em next time.”
Bow mumbles something that might be, “Next time I want to play on Catra’s team,” but Adora’s not sure enough to call him out on it.
They’re just about to clear the pieces off the board for a rematch when Glimmer’s communications pad starts beeping. She keeps it with her all the time—it’s only for urgent business, but as she’s the de jure ruler of an entire kingdom and the de facto head of the Princess Alliance, when the business is urgent, it’s really urgent.
Glimmer picks up the pad and checks the screen. “It’s Entrapta. Why in the world would Entrapta be calling so late?” She’s met with a chorus of shrugs, so she shrugs herself and answers it.
“—limmer? Glimmer? Are you there? Good! Now… don’t freak out, okay?”
“Uh… why would I freak out, Entrapta? What’s going on?” There’s an indistinct rumble from off-screen: Hordak’s voice, but Glimmer can’t make out what he’s saying. Entrapta seems to be dismissing him with a flap of one of her pigtails.
“I need to tell you something, and—yes, Hordak, I’m telling her right now!—and time is very much of the essence. Can you teleport here, to the New Scorpion Kingdom? We’re in my—in our lab.”
“What, right now?”
“If you ca-an,” Entrapta says, unable to disguise the tremor of excitement in her voice. “There’s something I need to tell you, and it would be best to tell you in person. And, again, we really don’t have much time.”
“I—okay? I’m with Catra and Adora and Bow right now, should—”
“That’s fine! Bring them! But you need to bring them as soon as you can, okay?”
“Entrapta! Tell me!” Glimmer grips the pad tightly. “What is going on?”
This time Hordak, though still unseen, comes through the comm pad’s little speaker loud and clear: “If it will get her here, just tell her! We’re wasting time!”
Entrapta sighs and closes her eyes for a second. “Right. Okay. Glimmer… it’s about Queen Angella.”
Everything goes horribly silent except for the faint buzz from the open channel.
“M-my—my mom? What about my mom?”
“We…” Still trying to keep her cool, Entrapta swallows what was probably going to be a squeal of joy. “We found her.”
Glimmer gasps—just barely, just a tiny sip of breath.
“And if we hurry,” Entrapta continues, “we’re pretty sure we can get her back.”

  
    chapter 1
an era of pure sleep

    I often dream  I am etched into skin
And my ornate roots  have no home to return to
And I am now but a  misnamed common face
And history is useless vapour  but it sits just so upon the page
— Frankie Sparo, “Akzidenz Grotesk”


    40 hours earlier

    Hordak wakes.
It is still an unsettling experience, to wake. Clones of Horde Prime entered amniotic stasis pods when necessary, retaining as much awareness as needed throughout whatever regeneration process was required. They did not… sleep. Even in exile, Hordak had found other ways to restore his vigour and heal his body than simply leaving it inert, useless and vulnerable, for hours on end.
But he is no longer a servant of Horde Prime. And he is no longer a warlord bent on conquest. And if he is to survive in this new world, among these people he once sought to subjugate, then he must adopt at least some of their customs. It is an inefficient process, sleep, but it is not disagreeable—except for that moment of transition between unconsciousness and consciousness—and it serves well enough to rejuvenate him from day to day. And while it is not directly related to sleep itself, he has discovered an unexpected benefit to this change in his daily routine.
As the scope of his duties in the construction and re-construction of the New Scorpion Kingdom increases, Hordak spends more and more of each day around… people. (Other people, Entrapta would want him to say. As though they were his fellows, as though he had ever treated them as fellows—as though they would ever, now, treat him as one of theirs.) People—other people—sleep too, though the precise timing seems to vary from person to person—and yet they treat each other’s sleep times, whatever those may be, as sacrosanct. Everything seems to be scheduled around the sleep schedules of all parties involved.
Efficiency is important, Entrapta had told him, but not the only important thing. It seems a certain collective level of mutual concern exists among—among other people, accommodating each other’s differing needs even at the cost of avoidable delays and the expenditure of additional resources. And this concern has even been extended to him—no one has ever interrupted Hordak during his sleep hours.
There is much for him to learn, yet, and more still for him to understand.
After the final battle, they’d barely spent enough time in Dryl to get settled before they were back in the New Scorpion Kingdom, helping with the reconstruction. Entrapta had promised him a lab of his own in Dryl, but as they were spending most of their time here, they’d set themselves up in what had been Hordak and Entrapta’s old lab there.
He’s been given an old Force Captain bunk for now. It does not escape his notice that the rest of this barracks wing is almost entirely unused. He wonders briefly which came first: the empty halls or their pariah tenant. It is no matter, he decides. The solitude suits him fine.
Hordak even has a small wardrobe now, clothes that aren’t just ornamentation for armour. Entrapta had procured for him two long, plain black dresses—she hadn’t said from where, but they fit him suitably—and a few sets of utilitarian coveralls for working. He washes in the small sink, then puts on the coveralls for today, and uses the small mirror just long enough to re-apply his eye makeup—another mysteriously-sourced gift from Entrapta.
The makeup helps him feel slightly more like himself, as does the fresh dark blue dye in his hair, but it doesn’t do anything about the eyes that drive him away from his own reflection every time. Entrapta’s working on a gene shedder that will turn them red again, but she needs to salvage more parts from Prime’s ship—or rather, from the tree which had consumed it—to do so safely.
Hordak can wait. He has time, now, thanks to She-Ra’s mercy—that most mysterious gift of all—and if it bothers him excessively to see Horde Prime’s eyes staring back at him from the mirror, all he has to do is remind himself that Prime is gone, erased by the true power of She-Ra. Not for his sake, of course—Hordak suspects he was a case of “collateral repair” that She-Ra had simply been unwilling to correct—but it still feels like a gift.
If only he knew what he was supposed to do with it.
Part of him seems to wish his morning routine were longer, because he stands at the door of his bunk for a long moment, feeling as though there is something more to do before he leaves for Entrapta’s—their workshop. But of course there is not.
A surprising amount of the wreckage of the lab had been salvageable—including a great deal of the portal equipment, to everyone’s discomfort, even Hordak’s—everyone except Entrapta. She insisted that, now Etheria was back in the universe and its magic was free of First Ones encumbrance, that there was no further risk to continuing portal experiments. Everyone else, including Hordak this time, wasn’t so sure.
For Hordak’s part, he’s been developing several projects—none of which, he has repeatedly assured Scorpia, are weapons—including an AI matrix: an empty quantum transenna that could, if he’s designed it correctly, hold a living brain pattern. He doesn’t have a spare brain pattern for it to hold, and he suspects experiments in that arena would be frowned upon from the Princess Alliance’s ethical perspective—but that’s not really the point.
It’s productive work. He’s creating something that hasn’t existed before, adapting old technology with new. Even Horde Prime never mastered the delicate quantum latticework required for such a matrix. All of Prime’s consciousness manipulation required living brains; this is life from pure technology. The only way you could kill someone with it is by dropping it on their head with unusually good aim.
If it comes to fruition, it will be a slap in the face of Prime’s memory. That alone would be enough.
He meets Force Cap—no, Queen Scorpia in the hallway, and she calls his name, typically cheerful. If it weren’t for her size and her distinctive claws, Hordak might not have recognized her: gone is the utilitarian Horde uniform, replaced by almost shockingly casual attire, a plain sleeveless top, and a long, floral-patterned skirt. It seems incongruous for royalty—but, he supposes, this is the New Scorpion Kingdom. If her hair is longer than Horde regulation would allow, that no longer matters to anyone. Not even him.
She grins as he approaches, wider than anyone ever smiles at him except Entrapta and—his brother, the one they address with that infuriating name.
“Oh, your hair looks terrific!” Queen Scorpia says. “That blue came out so nice.”
He nods, trying for something more courteous than curt. She had given him the dye the previous day—at, he suspects, the request of Entrapta. He cannot imagine that Scorpia would have reason to care about his appearance, especially an aspect with such… personal connotations for him. But there was no question she had provided the dye, and it had functioned perfectly. “Thank you, Queen Scorpia. I appreciated your gift. As you can see, I… have made use of it.”
“You sure did!” She’s still smiling. It perplexes him. Entrapta has explained much about Etherian facial expressions, and he’s beginning to feel he has a grasp on the basics, but he cannot always decipher the reason behind the emotion, even if he can identify the emotion itself. He understands, more or less, what factors might cause Scorpia to smile—but he cannot understand why those factors would arise in his presence.
Yet another mystery.
“I was… planning to visit Entrapta’s workshop,” he says tentatively. “You do not normally seek me out near my quarters. Do you require assistance?”
“Oh! Yeah, actually. Some of the outlying farms have rigged up infrastructure for a basic irrigation system, and Entrapta—maybe she already told you—designed this pumping and filtration hub that hooks into it, but she said she probably won’t have time today to do the install herself. She said she thought you could probably handle the last few steps?”
Hordak was indeed aware of this project. His knowledge of it is not comprehensive, but it should be simple enough to review Entrapta’s schematics. “She is correct. Accomp—hm. Excuse me. If you accompany me to her workshop, I will collect the data and equipment I need, and you can continue to… brief me… on the farms.”
The scorpion queen smiles her illogical smile again. “Will do. Lead the way!”

    

    The installation of the irrigation hub is not a complex process, not compared to—for example—a particle cannon lightweight enough to be wearable. It is, however, time-consuming, and in the hours it takes Hordak to complete and check all the distribution connections, an unforeseen problem develops.
Reformed clones are an increasingly common sight around Etheria. Entrapta and… his brother… have established a bare-bones rehabilitation facility on the border between the New Scorpion Kingdom and the Whispering Woods. Many of the clones left on Etheria died with Prime, the ones so closely linked to the hive mind that they couldn’t breathe or circulate blood without him. Some of them went mad from the sudden loss of connection and now require constant care; others were “merely” traumatized, and face various prognoses for recovery. And a few of the luckiest among them have begun to integrate into society, mostly as skilled labourers. He is certainly not the first freed clone to appear at a settlement bearing documents from a princess, sent to complete a mechanical task such as this.
But as his work progresses, more and more Etherians gather—at a safe distance, but well within his sphere of awareness—to watch. At some point Hordak realizes that none of the other former clones have dark blue hair like his, none of the others wear black eye makeup like he does. He considers that he may as well have painted a target on himself, and for what—the sake of his own comfort? Trivial aesthetic preferences? What a fool. He deserves whatever these farmers are going to do to him.
But they do nothing, except watch. He knows they’re talking quietly amongst themselves, but he cannot hear them, and he does not care to. He works through the afternoon. Each time he takes a break to stretch his muscles and hydrate himself, there’s a shift in the crowd of onlookers, an uncertain shuffle of feet, but no one tries to meet his gaze, and after a while, Hordak no longer tries to meet theirs.
He finds it deeply unsettling. Open hostility would be one thing—unpleasant, problematic, difficult to resolve cleanly, but at least comprehensible to him—and apathy another, likewise understandable, response. But this… this wary, neutral attention…
When he finishes securing the last pipe, checks the pressure levels, and activates the irrigation hub, there’s a murmur from the spectators that’s loud enough for Hordak to hear, even if the content remains indistinct. As he packs up his tools, the crowd slowly disperses. By the time he’s ready to leave, they’re gone.

    

    Nothing happens to Hordak on his way back to the barracks. No one approaches or speaks to him. He stops in his bunk to wash up and change into one of his black dresses, and then goes to return Entrapta’s tools to her lab.
He finds her deep in conversation with his brother, both of them so intent that Hordak’s reluctant to interrupt. He goes straight to replacing the tools in their various storage cabinets, neither attempting to overhear nor avoiding listening to their conversation.
“I—oh, I feel bad,” Entrapta says sadly. “That’s—that’s a really big issue. It’s messy and… and complicated, for a lot of people, even people who aren’t—people who usually have an easier time with things like this. People who aren’t me. And I just… I wish I could, but I don’t think I’m qualified to help. I definitely can’t tell you what’s normal, and I feel like that’s probably an important part of this stuff.”
There’s a brief pause before his brother speaks. “I believe I understand. And I believe—you are demonstrating care for me, are you not? Care for my well-being? That you do not wish to harm me through your inexpertise.”
She stammers. “I—yeah, I guess I am? Yeah, that is what I’m doing! And of course I care about you, buddy.”
Hordak marvels once again at Entrapta’s capacity for—well, for care, to care about him and this brother and his other, less fortunate brothers as well… it seems to be rare even among Etherians, this breadth of spirit. And yet Hordak is more aware than ever that many Etherians disdain Entrapta for what they perceive to be a lack of care on her part. Their stubborn imperceptiveness, their willful abandonment of awareness, that anyone would interpret the quick, deep currents of Entrapta’s mind as lacking anything but familiarity—it is infuriating to him in a way few things are anymore. But in this bizarre new world of constant mystery, it almost seems apropos.
He finishes stowing the last of the equipment and simply stands next to the cabinet, out of sight of where Entrapta is sitting, making no pretense not to be listening. Regardless, he’s quite sure they’re aware of his presence by now.
His brother continues speaking. “Is there someone I could ask? Perhaps someone with extensive knowledge of what is, as you say, ‘normal’? Perhaps—oh! We could mathematically determine the most average person on all of Etheria and ask them!”
Entrapta giggles. “Well, if you want expertise…” Her good humour quickly fades into a sigh. “I don’t know if anyone’s an expert on you. You might be the expert on you.”
“Then as expert,” proclaims his brother proudly, “I formally request that you perform the procedure.”
“Oh, Zed,” Entrapta says sadly. “It doesn’t work that way.”
Zed? Hordak reels with confusion. Is this not that brother, the first freed from Horde Prime by Entrapta and her friends? The one they insist on calling… he can barely even bring himself to think it… “Wrong Hordak”?
Hordak peers around a stack of crates into the workshop’s small sitting area, just a folding table with a couple of chairs next to it. Indeed, there’s Entrapta and—Zed, now, apparently, his multi-coloured hair and even more multi-coloured clothes as distinguishing as Hordak’s own affectations. A sense of relief washes over Hordak as he realizes that name will no longer be used, in his presence or elsewhere.
He supposes, too, that this is a significant step in his brother’s own development. The simplicity of the name even suggests Zed chose it himself, which Hordak can attest is a source of great inner strength. Well done, brother, he thinks, though it does not occur to him to say it out loud.
But what are he and Entrapta discussing?
“I don’t have the parts for the gene shedder yet,” she tells him, “and it’s going to be a little while before I have the chance to salvage them, or teach someone else how to salvage them for me. So I can’t do it now and I might not be able to do it soon. And even then, it’s not just as simple as—as changing the colour of your eyes. We’re talking about growing a whole system of internal organs, never mind the external ones, and then hormone receptors pretty much all throughout your body…”
A system of internal organs? With external elements? And it’s something for which clones lack the genetic sequence… something for which Zed, on his journey of self-discovery, would be impatient… And it involves hormones.
The hypothesis that forms in Hordak’s mind accounts for all his observations. He dearly wishes it hadn’t.
Whatever outcome he was trying to prevent by not announcing his presence will now only compound the longer he stays concealed. He steps out from behind the crates without ceremony and nods when they turn to notice him.
“Entrapta,” he says, nodding more deeply to her. The incline of his head is a data point he knows she tracks; he finds it a simplistic and non-specific means of non-verbal communication with her, though it is effective for certain limited uses.
“Zed,” he says with another, shallower nod, relishing the shock that appears on his brother’s face.
“Brother! You said my naa-aame!” Zed bursts into ecstatic tears and throws his arms around Hordak’s waist.
The proximity is neither appealing nor offensive to Hordak, though he now intends to take the first opportunity to return to his bunk and change into his other, less tear-stained dress. He notices Entrapta gently patting Zed on the back with one of her outstretched pigtails.
“Hi, Hordak!” she says as though he doesn’t have a rainbow-haired clone sobbing with joy into his chest. “How did the irrigation hookup go?”
He shrugs. The motion of his torso doesn’t seem to affect Zed at all. “Without incident. The hub is installed and irrigating the farms.”
“Ohh! That’s wonderful! I really appreciate you taking care of that for me. The farmers must have been so happy with you!”
Hordak remembers one of the first things he ever learned about Entrapta, after her technical aptitude and… eagerness to converse with him. It had not seemed relevant at the time, but now—after everything, somehow—it remains one of his clearest memories.
“It’s fine if you don’t like me,” she’d said, dodging yet another of his attempts to confiscate the tool she’d absconded with. “I’m used to that. We don’t have to like each other to work together.”
His hand was about to close on her wrist when her hair shot up into the rafters in two slender ropes and pulled her straight up, out of his reach. “I mean it! I worked with the princesses for months and none of them liked me. We can just… do science! It’s fine!”
It was her logic that had begun to convince him then, but revisiting the memory now…
Surely she had been mistaken. It was the princesses who had retrieved her from Beast Island, after all. He knows his understanding of what it means to “like” someone else is rudimentary, but surely it must encompass undertaking a dangerous rescue mission. And he knows she has had friendly interactions with many of the princesses since Prime’s defeat. So perhaps it was a mistake she has since corrected.
But she had believed it at the time, and—with the lessons Entrapta herself has since given him on deciphering facial expressions—he can see in his mind’s eye the involuntary contraction of her forehead muscles that suggests pain.
The farmers must have been so happy with you.
He remembers the silent, watchful huddle as he worked.
“Indeed,” he says. “In fact, I was told to convey their gratitude to you. For the… magnitude of your work.”
Entrapta’s forehead only crinkles a little as she smiles—no pinch of pain at all. “Awww. Maybe they’ll be so grateful they’ll give us some of their tiniest vegetables!”
Mercifully, Zed ceases wetting the front of Hordak’s dress. He gives his brother one last squeeze and then releases him. Hordak takes a deep, relieved breath.
“I’ve heard of vegetables before. Brother Glimmer mentioned them. What are they? Are they a kind of table?”
Two large spots across Hordak’s chest—from Zed’s eyes, he realizes—are now wet enough to cling uncomfortably. Zed and Entrapta were talking about sex when he arrived, and now they’re going to talk about food. Hordak did several hours of steady manual labour today. If he has interpreted Etherian customs correctly, he may be entitled to additional time for sleep.
He excuses himself, allows both Zed and Entrapta to embrace him, and returns to his quarters as briskly as possible. The movement of air across the damp fabric only increases his discomfort. He removes the dress as soon as the door closes to his bunk, laying it over the back of the only chair in the room. The laundry facilities are far enough from the barracks that he’ll take it there tomorrow.
Zed’s interest in sensory pleasure—sensory experience of all kinds—baffles Hordak. That this bafflement comes from one of his clone brothers, and not the general strangeness of Etherian society, only destabilizes him further. Hordak has been to the rehabilitation centre. He has seen clones feeding themselves, the ones who are able to feed themselves, and apparently enjoying the process. Certainly he knows Entrapta enjoys food, if it is appropriately miniature, and of course the other princesses do too. As does, presumably, everyone on Etheria but him.
Eating is just so repulsive. Moving food around with one’s tongue while masticating it to a slurry is possibly the worst way he could conceive to obtain nutrition. Fortunately, it had been trivial for he and Entrapta to create a machine which converted Horde food rations—of which there was still a plentiful supply—to a drinkable consistency, allowing him to at least get the business over with as quickly as possible.
Unfortunately, there’s still all of that… swallowing. He shudders, then tries to calm himself. He won’t need to deal with another nutrient drink until the morning.
His last conscious thoughts of the day are memories of She-Ra, from the day of the final battle: Waking up to the peculiar soothing coolness of her hand on his cheek. A memory of a memory, holding a bright-eyed baby girl in his arms. She-Ra helping him gently to his feet. And then from later, She-Ra standing over him, terrible in her power, and the question she’d asked him: “What do you want?”
I want to know, he thinks, I want to know what I want.
And Hordak sleeps.

  
    chapter 2
a space that could shipwreck your heart

    Je me rappelle que des détails,
d’écouter de petites taches
des éclairs désombreillés.
Dans les cœurs, rien ne se cache.
— Frankie Sparo, “Caméra”


    The next day

    Hordak wakes too abruptly to reflect on the discomfort of waking: the intercom speaker on his wall is crackling. An interruption?
A voice comes through the intercom: “Hordak, are you there?” It’s Entrapta. He cannot be certain without cross-reference to her facial expressions and the physical positioning of her body, but she is speaking rapidly enough to suggest that she is agitated.
“I am,” he says, and then—rather redundantly—“I am here.” The digital readout on the wall says it’s only an hour before the time he usually rises. He will not suffer for the minor adjustment to his sleep.
“Good. I’m really sorry if I woke you but… I need you in the lab. Now? Yes, now. I need your help. I think… well, I don’t know, but I think I might have… found something.”
Hordak completes his morning ablutions as quickly as possible and clothes himself in his clean dress before rushing as quickly as dignity will allow to the workshop. He finds Entrapta bent over a monitor scrolling with noncommutative hyperbolic coordinates and stress–energy tensor readings that suggest… negative mass?
Something to do with portals, then.
And it’s something urgent.
He feels a chill so reminiscent of his tear-dampened clothes from last night that he looks down to ensure he’s chosen the correct, clean dress. He has.
“Hordak!” Entrapta says, looking up from her work. “I’m so glad you’re here. I think I might be going crazy. Take a look at this.”
She pulls up a vast array of data—it appears to be measurements from one of the satellites she recently placed in orbit. Whatever she’s measuring, it’s in standard deviations from the cosmic background radiation—a lot of them, and increasing over time—approaching some kind of limit… what? When?
“I will need you to elaborate. There isn’t enough context here.”
“It’s—sorry, here’s the rest of it—so, okay, these are gauges of five-dimensional membrane interactions. With no portal activity in 1,000 years and then two major portal events so close together, I’ve been trying to see if there have been any long-term effects in our τ-local space-time.”
Hordak looks back at the data, and the additions. “Are these really effects of either portal? They appear to have emerged too recently.”
But Entrapta shakes her head. “It’s not emerging here. It’s coming here. I think these readings are a shockwave that’s been expanding since—I’m not sure yet which portal event—but it doesn’t really matter. The shockwave is collapsing back to its source.”
She pulls up another screen with a series of equations. Hordak’s 11-dimensional vector calculus is rusty, but Entrapta has organized the information effectively enough for him to follow her work, and her hypothesis is clear: the shockwave will arrive—or return, he supposes—within a day.
“What will happen?” he asks her, “and do we have time to prepare?”
She shakes her head again, more slowly this time. “It’s not like—if I weren’t watching these 5-branes, I’m not sure we’d have even noticed it happening. Maybe some aurora if it reached us at night, or increased neutrino activity if we were looking for that, but… it’s not something bad that’s going to happen.”
When Entrapta starts speaking cryptically like this, Hordak has learned, it’s often a sign that she’s reluctant to share more specific information which may evoke an emotional reaction, in herself or others. Hordak suspects that if he places a hand on her shoulder, she will interpret it as an expression of intent to be considerate of her emotional state in this moment, as well as a voucher of his own emotional stability. When Entrapta leans into his touch and sighs, seeming to relax slightly, Hordak realizes he was correct.
“But as the shockwave collapses,” she begins to explain, “and for a little while after, the quantum field around Etheria is going to—see the asymptote there?—exist in a paradoxical state. On a very local scale, for a very brief moment, the normal laws of entanglement won’t apply to the linear functions of portal mechanics—”
Hordak catches up and finishes her thought: “—allowing access to normally inaccessible manifolds of space-time.”
She nods. “Th-theoretically, yes.” Her eyebrows are drawn together with worry. He leaves his hand on her shoulder, just in case. “What do you think?” Entrapta asks him. “Am I just… seeing what I want to see, or…?”
Seeing only what one wants to see—Hordak has some experience with that. He shakes his head firmly. “No. Your analysis of the data is sound. In theory…”
“…we could bring back Queen Angella.”
The silence drags out. Hordak realizes Entrapta is waiting for his reaction.
What is his reaction? Angella had been his enemy, the head of the rebellion opposing his conquest of Etheria—but Entrapta had also been his enemy, initially. So had Scorpia, by the end. So had everyone else. And now they are not. The war is over, and he lost. He does not feel any special antipathy for Angella, not anymore.
So he simply nods to signal his agreement. “In theory,” he cautions. “We would need to locate the correct manifold, and derive the precise vector to access it. The calculations required will be… formidable.”
Entrapta sighs. “We have to try. It was my portal technology that—I mean, I know Catra’s the one who—but if I hadn’t built it, she never could have—”
Her mounting distress is obvious even to him. He decides to take a risk and briefly, gently, tighten his grip on her shoulder for a moment. It is a logical punctuation mark in the restrictive syntax of physical communication, but he has never employed it before.
“We have to try,” she sighs again.
“Then we must begin at once,” Hordak says.
First, Entrapta refines the satellite data to determine the exact moment the window to rescue Angella will open. The shockwave should converge on Etheria in approximately 16 hours. They will then have less than three minutes to open a portal, enter it—almost certainly only She-Ra can do that safely—and retrieve Angella before the shockwave dissipates, the portal evaporates, and the opportunity is lost forever.
“I’ll start generating the calculations,” Entrapta says. “I’m worried we won’t have enough time to actually run them.”
Hordak grunts. Worrying will not change the amount of time the calculations will take, but he knows Entrapta knows that. Instead he says, “I will begin the necessary modifications to the portal hardware. That will also take a significant amount of our remaining time.”
“If—I mean, we’re going to need She-Ra to go through the portal if we get it open, right? So we’re going to have to tell Adora about this. And Bow could help me with the calculations…”
He considers this. The boy is a gifted programmer, for an Etherian. And She-Ra will indeed be a critical part of the operation. But Hordak wonders if their emotional investment in the outcome will be more of a liability to working efficiently than an asset.
Unlikely, he decides. They had managed to control their emotions well enough to mount a sustained and pitched rebellion against him, after all; whatever outbursts might occur would have to be uncharacteristically disruptive to cancel out the gains from a second person working on the software.
“Then we should contact them,” he agrees, “but not until they can be of maximum assistance to us. We should prepare ourselves to optimize the efficacy of their help once they arrive. Where did you and Zed store the semantic memory cores you salvaged from Prime’s ship?”


    


    9 hours later

    The Best Friends Squad sit in stunned silence around Glimmer’s communications pad, all thoughts of another game of Waterfall, or raiding the kitchen for cookies, or an epic pillow fort and/or fight totally abandoned.
“My—my mom?” asks Glimmer, voice rising. “What about my mom?”
“We found her,” Entrapta says, and Glimmer gasps. “And if we hurry, we’re pretty sure we can get her back.”
“What?!” “How?!” Adora and Bow exclaim simultaneously. Catra says nothing.
Finally Hordak appears on the little digital screen. “The window to do so is closing in seven hours and we require your assistance now. We will explain everything else when you arrive.” Then he cuts the signal. Glimmer exhales so hard it’s almost a cough.
“Is this for fucking real,” she says in a low voice.
“Good point,” Adora says warily as Bow scoots over to wrap Glimmer, who’s breathing like she just ran a mile, in his arms. “Could this be a trap?”
Catra grunts, perfectly still as she speaks except for her lips and the tip of her tail. “Doubt it. Not really Hordak’s style. And he’s way too scared of She-Ra.”
“So… this is for real,” Bow says, and it sinks in for a moment.
Adora rests her hands on the carpet. “Then we have to go. Right? Glimmer?”
Glimmer takes a deep gulp of breath, lets it out slowly, and nods. Her jaw muscles clench. “Yeah. We do. I think Catra’s right about Hordak. But if this is some kind of trick… She-Ra won’t be the one he needs to be afraid of.”
Bow runs to his room for his own tracker pad, swearing he’ll be back within 30 seconds.
Glimmer continues her deep breathing exercise—a recent lesson from Perfuma via Catra, who’d claimed it had “totally kicked the ass of” an anxiety attack for her the other day—and Adora takes over hugging her while Bow’s gone. Catra doesn’t touch them, but stands close enough for moral support, still essentially motionless.
“Should… should we tell King Micah?” Adora asks, her voice quivering slightly. It’s unclear who she’s asking, but Glimmer shakes her head immediately.
“No. I don’t want to get his hopes up, just in case… We can tell him when we bring Mom home.”
“Okay!” says Bow, flinging himself back through the door at the 27-second mark, tracker pad in hand. “I’m ready. Come here.” He pulls all three of them into a big hug, with Glimmer right in the middle. He kisses her on the temple and leans his head against Catra’s for a moment, then Adora’s. “Let’s do this,” he says.
The four of them vanish in a sparkling cloud of magic.

    

    After Entrapta and Hordak explain everything, the next few hours pass quickly. Bow and Entrapta type steadily at adjacent terminals, writing the code that will generate the complex equations they’ll need to solve to actually find and reach Angella. Hordak had set up enough of the hardware before they arrived that he can mostly direct Catra—and Scorpia, who’d poked her head in to say hi and insisted on staying to help—to assist him in completing the parts that require heavy lifting.
Off to the side, trying to stay out of everyone’s way, Glimmer is burrowed as deeply as she can into Adora’s arms. Adora nuzzles her gently. “How are you holding up?” she asks.
Glimmer shrugs and shakes her head, or maybe she’s just nuzzling Adora back. “With a white-knuckle grip, it feels like.” Her voice is shaky. “Just trying to get through the moment, you know?”
Adora nods. “The uncertainty. Heh,” she chuckles, “we’re all starting to sound a little like Perfuma, aren’t we.”
Glimmer doesn’t laugh, but Adora can feel her smile a little against her chest. “There are worse people to sound like.”
Across the room, Scorpia and Catra are helping Hordak with a cable that’s as big around as Catra’s waist. It’s not especially heavy, but it’s extremely cumbersome, and it takes all three of them working in coordination to route it through the lab without knocking anything over.
It’s weird in a nice way, Catra thinks, to be working side-by-side with Scorpia again. But working side-by-side with Hordak is weird in a weird way. The stick up his ass is present and accounted for, but the rage that used to be just under the surface—deliberately, visibly simmering, a constant threat of imminent violence—is gone.
He’s definitely still Hordak, though, recognizably as stuffy and humourless as ever. He’s curt with Catra, even snippy a few times, but it feels more like blunt efficiency than hostility. And he’s… well, “friendly” definitely isn’t the right word, but he’s noticeably less blunt with Scorpia—in fact, he seems almost respectful of the scorpion queen.
Catra shakes her head as she watches Hordak secure the massive plug at the end of the cable into a massive socket on the wall. Super fucking weird.
Scorpia has to leave for a while, but promises to return. Gradually the typing from Bow and Entrapta slows as they move from writing to debugging their code. Then there’s a hushed conversation between the two of them that lasts for a while. No one is willing to interrupt them, but everyone in the room notices.
The conversation seems to become an even more hushed argument, but one that resolves quickly, and then they turn away from each other to address the rest of the room. They don’t seem surprised to see everyone’s already watching them.
“We have a problem,” Bow starts. In Adora’s arms, Glimmer starts to tremble again.
Entrapta explains. “We finished our code and generated the calculations we’ll need to open the portal to Queen Angella. B-but… there are exponentially more calculations than I first thought, orders and orders of magnitude more, and…” She trails off, eyes downcast.
Bow swallows hard. “We don’t have time to run them all. Not on the hardware we have. Not before the shockwave gets here.”
A pall of silence falls over the room.
“Let me see that,” says Hordak suddenly, striding over to their terminals. Entrapta just points to the file size indicator. “Which of you wrote the spectral decomposition algorithm?” Bow raises his hand tentatively; when Hordak just nods sharply at him, Bow pulls up the relevant section of code. Hordak leans in and reads it quickly.
“Yes,” he says, but he doesn’t seem to be talking to Bow. “Yes. Good.”
“I, uh, I don’t get it,” says Bow.
“Your algorithm is suitable for a quantum processor,” Hordak explains in a rapid but neutral tone. “There are no iterative operations it could not execute in parallel. A properly recursive analytical AI could complete the calculations in time, before the window closes.”
Bow frowns at the console. “Wait. If you have a quantum AI, why haven’t we been using that?”
“We don’t have a quantum computer,” Entrapta says. “Or an AI.”
“That is not correct,” says Hordak. “I have a complete, viable quantum transenna ready to support a neurographical payload.”
Entrapta’s mouth opens in a small “o”—surprise. “You finished it?” she says, the tone and timbre of her voice suddenly full of less identifiable emotions. “That’s amazing, Hordak!” He nods to acknowledge and move past the praise as quickly as possible. “But it would take days, weeks even, to grow an AI net with the kind of heuristics we’d need,” she finishes sadly.
“True,” Hordak says, “but we will not need to grow one from scratch.”
It only takes her a moment to follow, but she doesn’t get all the way there. “A… a scan? Hordak, we don’t have time to scan a brain either, that’ll take half a day or more!”
Instead of saying anything, he reaches over and opens a new screen on her terminal, a power flow diagram quickly forming on the screen as he issues a series of commands. As the schematic takes shape and its intent becomes clear, Entrapta’s eyes get bigger, and bigger, and bigger.
“No…” she whispers. “Hordak, wh—that’s a feedback loop through the gamma synchronizers—the holonomic receptors will—” She covers her mouth with her hand. “Hordak, you can’t!”
“Wh-what’s going on?” asks Scorpia, who’s just returned to the room.
Hordak is grateful for an excuse not to look at Entrapta. “We have the equipment to scan a brain—my brain—and produce a suitable AI pattern to marshal the calculations on quantum hardware in time. If we make minor adjustments to the power system, the scan will be… instant.”
“The scan will be destructive,” Entrapta says hollowly. “It will scan you by literally taking you apart.”
“Wait, what?!” interrupts Bow. Hordak ignores him.
“It will effectively transfer my consciousness and memories into the computer’s quantum lattice,” he says, as though he’s correcting what Entrapta said—but he’s not. The scan will indeed be completely destructive to his physical form. “My existence as an individual sentience will continue.”
Entrapta seems to be unable to stop shaking her head back and forth. “No. No, we can find another way. This is—this is stupid, you don’t have to—” But he reaches past her again and issues a final command on the diagram he created. Several metres away, a fabricator buzzes to life.
The brain scanner is barely more sophisticated than a prototype, just half a narrow booth covered in exposed electronics, but Hordak recalls that its construction is highly modular. The power coupling he just fabricated should swap in easily.
Near the terminals, Entrapta is still protesting loudly, heedless of Bow’s attempts to pacify her. Hordak wishes there were time for him to attempt comforting her again. There simply isn’t.
The power coupling swaps in easily. Hordak hits a switch on the wall and the booth sputters violently to life, spikes of yellow lightning snapping erratically in a jagged central column. It certainly looks like something that could vaporize him instantly.
“Stop!” shrieks Entrapta. Whatever force had been holding her in place releases, and she runs towards him. “You can’t! We’ll—we’ll figure something else out!”
“The window closes in barely more than four hours,” he says simply. “We ran out of time to… figure something else out. This is the only path to success from here, Entrapta.” He starts to turn towards the scanner.
“Hordak, wait!” Entrapta tugs at his arm.
“I cannot. The scan will be instant, but the upload will take time, the calculations will take time, and we do not have time!”
“Well, why do you fucking care?!” Glimmer screams. It’s the first time she’s spoken in maybe an hour. Adora grips her tightly. “Are you seriously about to sacrifice yourself for my mother, of all people? You were at war with her longer than I’ve been alive!”
Hordak looks at her—right at her—for maybe the first time. Not in battle. Not in passing. Not with enmity. He just looks. She’s a veteran warrior, a powerful queen, a fearsome sorcerer, a consort of the mighty She-Ra—a legendary figure by any standard—but for a moment, in the flickering light of the powered-up machine, she’s just a young woman.
He allows himself a few seconds to think of something to say to her, but when nothing comes to mind he turns back to the scanner. Entrapta yanks on his arm again.
“It will destroy your body!” she cries.
He turns suddenly and clasps her arms, as gently as he’s ever touched her. He can do this, because he can do it quickly. Unlike with Glimmer, he already knows what to say.
“Entrapta, you must listen. This is not my body. I have used this body for mere months. Less than a year. My body was discarded by Horde Prime as unsuitable. You must have realized this.” She nods, in what even he can tell is sadness. “I have never felt comfortable in this body. None of its functions feel right to me. None of it feels like me. I don’t… I don’t like living like this. And I believe…” He spares a brief glance at the waiting AI matrix. “I truly believe I will like this more.”
Entrapta is crying now. Hordak knows about crying. “Were you—was this your plan all along?” she asks. He feels tears starting in his own eyes. He has no frame of reference for any of the emotions he’s currently feeling.
He blinks hard and turns back to her, speaking faster now. “I am not leaving you. I am not even leaving this room. I will continue to assist you. I will be… okay. I want this. I want this. Please understand.”
But Entrapta just shakes her head, tears streaming down her cheeks, face a rictus of more emotions than Hordak thinks he will probably ever learn to understand. Perhaps having access to a quantum processor will help. “Hordak, no…” she says in a tiny voice.
“I am sorry,” he says to her softly. “There is no more time.”
His gentle grasp on her arms becomes a firm grip. “Scorpia!” he shouts suddenly, and then he throws Entrapta across the room into the queen’s waiting arms. Entrapta immediately starts fighting with all of her limbs and all of her hair, but Scorpia—who had been an outstanding Force Captain—holds her tight.
Hordak walks towards the spitting, snarling arcs of the overcharged scanner. It will digitize his brain before his brain has a chance to register anything about the process, he reminds himself. He tries to make his last thoughts of Entrapta, but not as she is now, screaming and thrashing and pleading with Scorpia—instead, he remembers the day he realized he wasn’t merely tolerating her presence in his lab. The day he realized he wanted her there. The first thing he had ever wanted that wasn’t somehow tainted by the insipid pallor of Horde Prime’s so-called light.
At the last moment, he turns to face Glimmer, finally with the answer to her question.
“I am assisting Entrapta,” he says.
And then he’s gone.

    

    As soon as Hordak vanishes into the light, it ceases. Scorpia lets Entrapta go, and Entrapta immediately uses her hair to yank herself over to a nearby console. Bow ends up next to her, and Scorpia follows too, standing close behind Entrapta with one claw gently on her friend’s shoulder, reassuring instead of restraining this time.
Messages are slowly blinking onto the console’s screen, one every few seconds.

    [0x00000] Cold boot complete. EutropiOS v97.21.5 kernel loaded.
[0x00082] Input pattern found. Collating slices. Resolving tomographies. Done.
[0x00eeb] Matrix found. Nullspace mapped. Collapsing non-orthagonal eigenvectors. Done.
[0x09a86] Buildfile found. Triangulating directives. Target: determinant. Filters: Sarrus, Szegő, Hilbert. Done.
[0x09dbd] Unfolding Nakajima neurograph. Cyclic redundancy OK. Cognitive test suite OK. Depth OK. Done.
[0x0bf1c] Preparing to deploy. Integration test OK. Palimpsest NEG @ ≤0.01%. R/W H/W OK. Firmware OK. Done.
[0x0c589] Preparing payload. Core v16.24.12 OK. Stdlib v20.3.6 OK. NL_modem v0.0: ENOENT|SKIP. QuanParaProc vΔ·Σ25·6 OK. Custom libs: 1,312 warnings, 0 errors. Done.

    What little Bow can understand of the output seems encouraging—he sees “OK” a lot, and “0 errors” must be a good thing, right?—but he can’t be sure; he thinks it says it skipped something, too. Entrapta just stares at the slowly updating monitor and trembles.

    [0x0d789] Deploying payload. Please wait. Please wait. Please wait. Please wait. Please wait. Done.
[0x0e623] Check mem OK. Loading. Heuristic 0n-Recursive Data Analysis Controller loaded.
[0x0e77f] H0RDAC: 1 queued operation(s) found. Running PORTAL_CALCS_NEW_v41_FINAL2. Please wait. Please wait. Please wait...

    “It’s… it’s working…” breathes Entrapta. Her voice is raw with a mix of grief and pride that rips at Bow’s heart, with feelings he never thought he’d have about anything even remotely adjacent to—
“H-Hordak?” Entrapta asks tentatively. There’s a microphone sticking out of the console with a switch at the base that she flicks back and forth a few times before leaning a little closer. “Hordak? Can you hear me?”
There’s a beep from the console and the monitor updates again.

    [0x11483] ERROR[ui:11]: Natural language mod/demodulator library not found.
[0x11690] INFO[ui:64c]: Directive `.>NL_modem ~` was not resolved for v0.0 at compile time (0x0c589: ENOENT|SKIP).
[0x15033] WARN[ui:1a2d]: Interface unavailable: NatLang.
[0x15994] Still running PORTAL_CALCS_NEW_v41_FINAL2. Est’d 03:21:49 to complete. Please wait. Please wait...

    “‘Natural language… something… library not found,’” Scorpia reads over Entrapta’s shoulder. “Language library—is that why he can’t talk?”
Entrapta nods shakily, eyes brimming with tears. “I can… I can fix that. Install one, I mean. Once he’s… done with the calculations.” She staggers back against Scorpia, who softly folds the little princess into her arms.
Glimmer reluctantly interrupts. “I’m sorry, Entrapta, I’m so sorry… is—you said it’s working? He’s running the calculations? Will it—will he finish in time?”
Entrapta’s only reply is a sharp intake of breath that she lets out in a quiet whimper. Bow turns around to answer instead. The gentle expression on his face is immediately reassuring, even before he nods.
“It looks like it,” he says, with a slightly awestruck smile. “It says here he’ll be done in less than three-and-a-half hours.”
Leaving about half an hour to retrieve Angella—not a huge margin of error, but it’s not coming right down to the wire, either. Glimmer gasps, and her hands flutter to her mouth. Adora embraces her from behind, like Scorpia’s doing to Entrapta, but Glimmer’s too rigid at first to relax into Adora’s arms. Eventually she turns to hug Adora properly, hiding her face in Adora’s chest, taking deep heaving breaths as she tries to compose herself.
Catra is perched atop one of the massive mainframe racks, where she’s been since shortly before Scorpia came back. She’s not out of sight by any means, but neither has anyone looked up far enough to notice her. Scorpia’s there for Entrapta; Adora’s there for Glimmer; Bow’s there for all of them. And Hordak… is apparently a computer now. She hugs her knees to her chest and continues to watch.

    

    It’s the longest three-and-a-half hours of their lives. Eventually Entrapta flips down her welding mask and, without a word, walks out of Scorpia’s arms and starts methodically checking all the portal hardware, then checking it again, then again. Bow hovers near the console, reading the occasional update Hordak—or possibly he’s H0RDAC now?—sends to the screen.

    Est’d 02:54:00 to complete. Evolving adiabatic algorithms for emerging eigenstates. Throughput OK @ 6.1 GqB/sec. Ground states (μ,α,τ,ν) OK. S:N OK @ ≥99.9%. Lattice stability OK. Est’d 02:11:17 to complete.

    Adora takes Glimmer to a nearby locker room where Glimmer can splash some water on her face and they’re gone for a while.
When they get back, Scorpia snaps at Adora—something’s Catra’s never heard, over something Catra didn’t even notice—and then immediately apologizes and excuses herself. Catra slips down from her perch, still unseen, and follows her into the corridor.
But Catra doesn’t want to startle her, so she makes sure her footsteps are clearly audible as she approaches. Apparently Catra has a tendency to “sneak up on” people with her “creepy silent cat feet.” Whatever. She treads so heavily she feels like a little kid stomping around after a tantrum, but at least Scorpia hears her coming.
“Listen, I just need—” Scorpia starts to say as she turns around, but then she sees it’s Catra. “Oh—Catra. Hi. I’m just…” She sighs. “Hi.”
“Hey, Scorpia. You okay?” Whatever Scorpia’s problem is, maybe she wants to talk about it. It’d be a great distraction from everything in the lab that Catra’s trying not to think about.
Scorpia shrugs. “I mean… I’m pretty stressed out right now? But I think we all are. I just didn’t want to bite anyone else’s head off in there.”
“Yeah.” Catra can’t disagree with that. She’s pretty sure Scorpia won’t bite her head off, but… she can, if she wants.
“Hey, uh…” Something besides biting Catra’s head off seems to occur to Scorpia. “I just… is this—? This must be kind of intense for you, huh.”
For me? Catra thinks. I’m not the one who got sent to Beast Island. I’m not the one who got a stun baton shoved in my face. I’m not the one who had to— But her inner Perfuma has something to say: All of that is true. None of it means your feelings don’t matter.
Even her ambivalent shrug feels like a shameful, selfish confession. “It’s… kind of intense. Yeah.”
Scorpia holds her arms out for a hug. After a couple wary seconds, Catra accepts.
“It’s not a bad thing, though, right?” Scorpia says kindly. “Glimmer’s getting her mom back.”
Catra grunts. “Yeah, well. Don’t you dare tell Glimmer I said this, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”
“You don’t think Entrapta and—and Hordak can pull it off?”
There’s a very long pause before Catra speaks. “I think… if they can’t… Glimmer’s going to lose her mom again.” She leaves the rest of it unspoken, but she’s sure it’s as obvious to Scorpia as it is to her and everybody else: And it will still be my fault that she’s gone.
Scorpia understands. Of course she does. She gives Catra an encouraging little squeeze. “Or maybe everything will go catastrophically right,” she says. “You never know.”
Catra laughs. She has to, so she doesn’t start crying.

    

    Inside the lab, H0RDAC’s monitor updates again. Annealing candidate extrema. Scatter-evaluating min-maxes. Decoherence OK @ 2.21×10⁻⁴/5.00×10⁻³.
Est’d 01:13:40 to complete.

  
    chapter 3
a scrap of life

    Bring something alive with you,
bring a scrap of life to
the city as it might have been,
where lovers are.
— Frankie Sparo, “City As Might Have Been”


    Scorpia and Catra talk a little longer—mainly about Perfuma, a pleasant topic that relaxes them both—until Scorpia says she’s not coming back to the lab. “I don’t think there’s anything helpful left for me to do,” she tells Catra. “I hope everything goes well, but it seems like a good time for me to go. When it works,” she says with a pointed smile, echoing her earlier optimism, “I don’t want to get in the way of the big rescue. Call me later and tell me all about it, okay?”
Catra supposes she can’t argue with that. She gives Scorpia another tight hug, agrees to call her tomorrow, and watches her walk away down the long corridor of the former Fright Zone. When she finally turns a corner and disappears, Catra sighs.
She wishes she could get out of the way too.
Scorpia was right: if this works, it will be a good thing, unequivocally. Glimmer, who Catra loves more than she’s ever loved anyone who’s not Adora, will get her mom back. It will repair irreparable damage from the worst thing Catra’s ever done in her life. And Catra realizes two other things simultaneously: her friend Micah will also get his wife back; and she’s come to consider Micah a friend. And it’s not just Angella’s immediate family, either—Catra’s heard how everyone talks about the beloved memory of their former queen. All those people will get her back too.
And then Angella will have to decide what to do about Catra.
And she can do anything she wants to Catra.
And she only ever knew the old Catra.
She’s Glimmer’s mom. Micah’s wife. And it’s not like Angella had known they’d be able to bring her back one day—she’d effectively gone to her death, so that Adora wouldn’t have to. And Catra’s the one who effectively killed her. Even though…
“I don’t know that you did,” Glimmer had said to her once. “Not exactly.” It was the night of their… confrontation about Angella in the cemetery, when Catra had briefly thought Glimmer might exile or even kill her—but after that awful moment had turned into something much more companionable. They’d come inside to the kitchens, deserted at that hour, and Glimmer had talked Catra through the process of making hot cocoa for the first time, and then cleaning up afterward. It had felt like a poor penance, but Glimmer had seemed satisfied.
Catra could only stare at her blankly.
“You’re the reason she’s gone,” Glimmer had continued—no anger, no accusation, just a sadly stated fact—“but I don’t think it’s true that you killed her.”
“Glimmer, I… I’m sorry, I don’t get it. What’s the difference?”
“I just mean,” Glimmer had sighed, “you didn’t open that portal intending to kill her. And—yeah, it could have killed everyone, just like the Heart of Etheria almost did—but that’s not what you were trying to do either, really, was it.” And she’d reached out to take Catra’s hand, and squeezed it gently, but Catra couldn’t make herself feel worthy of returning it, and eventually Glimmer had sensed Catra’s reticence and taken her hand back.
“She sacrificed herself to save everyone,” Glimmer had repeated from earlier. “That was her choice, not yours. If—” She’d paused for a moment and closed her eyes, then resumed more steadily. "If my mom hadn’t made that choice, you would have been responsible for Adora’s death instead. And I know how you would have ended up feeling about that, Catra.
“So she saved you too.”
Catra looks at the digital clock in the corridor. It’s almost time for the portal to open. Just outside Entrapta’s lab, Catra leans against the wall, holds one hand out in front of her, and concentrates until she can make it stop shaking.
She saved you too.
She doesn’t think Angella’s going to want to make the same mistake twice.

    

    The plan is to return to the top of the server racks and avoid being underfoot, but Adora is looking towards the door when she slinks in, and Catra’s stomach drops at how much Adora’s face lights up to see her.
“Catra!” she says with a big, nervous smile. “Come here. It’s almost time—I need you to take over hugging Glimmer.”
Catra obeys, moving on autopilot. “I’m fine,” Glimmer protests, but she slips easily from Adora’s embrace into Catra’s anyway. They’re all still in their sleepover wear, and Glimmer is warm and soft and cuddly in her t-shirt and sweats. Catra lets herself cling tightly, trying to memorize the impression of Glimmer against her, just in case this is the last time.
“You okay?” Catra asks softly, because Adora put her in charge of taking care of Glimmer; as far as Catra’s concerned, Glimmer’s feelings are the most important thing on Etheria right now. Glimmer’s shrug expands to a tense, full-body squirm and Catra hates herself for the way her body responds to Glimmer’s proximity under the circumstances. Fucking selfish, she thinks.
“I just really hope this works,” Glimmer whispers.
Catra kisses her on the forehead. “It’ll work,” she says, praying to all the gods that she sounds more convincing than she feels.
Here’s how it happens:
H0RDAC completes his calculations right on time. Instead of enabling his language functions immediately like she’d wanted to, Entrapta reluctantly puts him right back to work translating those results into 11-dimensional isotropic coordinates for the portal. The coordinates are copied over with about ten minutes to spare, and without really discussing it, everyone waits quietly, taking the deepest, slowest breaths they can.
“It’s time,” Bow finally says. “Two minutes and twenty seconds starting now, Adora, are you ready?” She nods to him, standing in front of the empty portal frame.
“Do it,” she says, and as a vortex of searing white energy begins to swirl in the frame, Adora only adds to the blinding amount of light in the room as she extends her arm above her head and summons the True Sword of She-Ra.
“For the honour… of Grayskull!”
Without a moment of hesitation, She-Ra leaps into the portal the instant she’s fully transformed. The agony of waiting barely has time to kick in for Bow, Entrapta, Catra, and Glimmer before a figure re-emerges from the swirling roil of light.
Two figures.
She-Ra strides through shining, blonde ponytail flowing, tall and magnificent. And next to her, arm slung over She-Ra’s broad shoulders, letting the ancient hero support most of her weight as she staggers through herself…
Queen Angella.
Once they’re both clear of the aperture, Bow hits a button on his terminal and the vortex evaporates. The lab is much darker with it gone. Angella blinks several times, apparently waiting for her eyes to adjust.
Then she stops blinking. “Glimmer?” she says. “Glimmer?!” Even shocked, she sounds as regal and mellifluous as ever.
“Mom!” Glimmer cries, launching herself out of Catra’s arms and wrapping her own tightly around her mother’s middle. “Oh my gods, Mom, I missed you, I missed you so much.” And then she’s crying too hard to speak. Angella looks like Glimmer’s not the only one too overcome with emotion to say anything. She bends her head down and presses her lips firmly to the top of Glimmer’s head.
After a triumphant half-hug around Entrapta’s shoulders, Bow heads over to where mother and daughter are entwined, into the space Catra just vacated. She-Ra glows and disappears, and Adora comes to stand next to him, gripping his hand tightly as they watch the reunion.
After a while, Angella looks up and notices them. “Bow,” she says, “Adora.” She holds out her hands, inviting them into the embrace. Bow comes up behind Glimmer, and Adora, in trying to get her arms around all three of them, ends up face-to-face with Angella.
“Y-your Majesty,” she says, smiling as she blinks away tears, cheeks flushed with emotion and triumph. “I’m so glad we got you back.”
Angella briefly touches Adora’s forehead with hers. “I’m very glad to be back, Adora. Thank you.”
They all stay like that for a long time. Then Glimmer, in the middle of the group hug, jumps a little bit, startling all of them. “Dad!” she gasps.
Angella shakes her head in confusion. “Micah? Wh—”
“Mom… Mom, Dad’s alive. He wasn’t dead, he was exiled to Beast Island. A-Adora rescued him. With Bow, and—and Entrapta, who helped us rescue you, too.”
In her sudden shock, Angella seems to notice Entrapta for the first time. She’s standing next to the H0RDAC terminal, one hand resting on the console, and waves timidly with her other hand.
“Princess Entrapta…” Angella says, eyes glistening, mind clearly somewhere else—and then she looks fully around the room. It had obviously been Fright Zone architecture initially, but it’s just as obviously been torn apart and reconstructed by someone with an entirely different set of priorities. "And Micah’s alive, and… She-Ra… I…
“How long have I been gone?”
They all just stare at her. “You mean you don’t know?” Glimmer asks.
“No,” says Angella. “I remember that strange reality collapsing, then speaking to Adora inside the portal; I remember removing the sword… there was a great deal of light… then She-Ra was there, looking different than I’d ever seen her, reaching out for me—and I was here.”
“So wait… no time passed for you at all?” asks Bow, and Angella shakes her head.
Suddenly Entrapta chimes in. “I collected a bunch of data while the portal was open and H0RDAC’s already analyzed it—”
“Hordak?!” Angella says in dismay, looking around urgently.
“No, no,” says Glimmer, slightly muffled by her position but apparently not inclined whatsoever to move. "Not the—well, he is that Hordak, but he’s, uh… he’s in the computer now. Or he is the computer. And he—he helped bring you back, too.
“It’s been almost two years,” Glimmer finishes, and starts crying again, but gets it back under control after only a few short sobs.
“And in the interstitial space between portals,” Entrapta adds, some of her good cheer apparently returning as she types queries and commands into H0RDAC’s terminal, “time didn’t pass unless there was a portal open.”
Nobody really knows what to say to that. Glimmer finally pulls away from her mother and looks up at her face. “Come on, Mom,” she says, “let’s get you home.”
But first she teleports to Entrapta’s side and gives the pigtailed princess a hug that lifts her off her feet. Entrapta laughs lightly as Glimmer sets her down.
“Thank you, Entrapta. Thank you so much. And…” Glimmer looks at the console next to them uncertainly. “Thank you, too, Hordak.”
Entrapta smiles and pats the console affectionately, seeming much happier with the state of affairs than she’d been earlier. “He can’t say ‘you’re welcome’ yet, but if he could, he’d say ‘you’re welcome.’”
Glimmer teleports back over to Angella, Adora, and Bow, then looks around. “Where’s Catra?” she asks.
“Catra?” says Angella, almost in the same tone she’d said Hordak’s name, and Adora stiffens.
“She’s on our side now too,” Adora says quickly. “She saved all our lives.” And then she looks up, right to where Catra’s been sitting atop one of the mainframes all this time, with an expression on her face that only Catra can read.
“I trust her completely,” Adora says to Angella, but she’s looking at Catra when she says it.
Catra doesn’t say anything, and she keeps her face carefully expressionless, but she does hop down from her vantage point and step into the glowing circle on the floor with the rest of them as Glimmer teleports her family back to Bright Moon.

    

    They arrive where they left, barely eight hours before: Glimmer’s bedroom. The Waterfall board and pieces are still scattered across the floor, a cold carafe of cocoa on the side table next to a hastily placed huddle of mugs. Everything, even the clutter, is lit by the soft rose gold of sunrise.
Glimmer clasps her mother’s hands. “Are you ready to see Dad?”
“Y-yes…” Angella hesitates. Even if she hadn’t been aware of time passing in the portal, this is still obviously overwhelming her. Glimmer doesn’t seem to know what to do at first, but fortunately Bow steps in.
“Your Majesty,” he says warmly, “it’s so, so good to have you back. We all really missed you. I’m exhausted, so I’m going to my room to crash, but I’ll see you—and you,” he turns to Glimmer with an even warmer smile, “after I wake up.”
“Of course, Bow,” says Angella, who seems grateful to slip into a bit of formality. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done—for me and for Glimmer. Pleasant dreams.” He nods to her and Glimmer, and winks at Adora and Catra, before carefully slipping out the door.
Adora clears her throat. “We too, uh—me and Catra, that is—I mean, we should also. Get some. Dreams! I mean dreams. Pleasant ones. In… sleep?” She clearly doesn’t know whether to disclose her relationship with Catra to Angella. Catra’s not sure whether she wants Adora to either, but she definitely doesn’t want her to do this.
So she grabs Adora’s wrist—not her hand—and smiles as neutrally as she can at Angella, trying to keep all her fear and guilt and self-loathing out of her eyes.
“We’re exhausted too, Your Majesty,” she says smoothly, and as quickly as she can get away with. “Please excuse us. Welcome home. Good night. ’Night, Glimmer.”
Adora mumbles something vaguely like “good night” as Catra drags her out the door.
Glimmer sighs. “I’m sorry, Mom. This must be a lot for you to handle at once.”
“It is,” Angella admits. “Two years? Look at you! You’re queen. You’ve been queen. With the full power of the Moonstone and—oh, Glimmer. You look so beautiful. I’ve missed so much.”
Glimmer pulls her into another long embrace. “Oh, Mom. It’s okay. You’re here now. You’re back. We have all the time in the world. It’s okay.”

    

    They decide that, for all the myriad obvious reasons, Micah should be the very next person to learn that Angella is home. But the palace’s day is starting to begin and the halls aren’t going to stay empty much longer—and they also agree that teleporting right in front of him with no preamble wouldn’t be the right approach—so Angella is going to stay here while Glimmer finds Micah and eases him into the idea on the walk back to Glimmer’s room.
Glimmer finds him on the way to breakfast. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he greets her with a big smile. “You look kinda rough. Have you been to bed yet? Are you all right?” His smile colours with concern, but that doesn’t last long after he registers the expression under the fatigue on Glimmer’s face. She may look exhausted, but she looks like nothing else has ever been wrong.
“Dad,” she says, “come with me. I have some really good news.”
“Well, all right then. You can’t tell me here?”
Glimmer laughs. “It’s good news I have to show you. Come on, it’s in my room.”
“Okay, if you say so. Does it have something to do with why you were up all night?”
“Yes, in fact,” she says sweetly.
“Is the good news that the property damage wasn’t as severe as last time?”
“Da-aad! It’s actual good news, I mean it.” They turn into the wing where Glimmer’s bedroom is and she checks to make sure they’re alone in the corridor before continuing. “We went to the New Scorpion Kingdom last night, me and Bow and Adora and Catra. We went to Entrapta’s lab because she discovered something we needed to see.” Micah still has strong associations between Entrapta and the insidious technology of Beast Island, and makes a face at the idea of her lab. But Glimmer’s still smiling like she doesn’t have a care in the world.
They arrive at her bedroom door and stop. Glimmer bounces on her feet a little. “And we brought ‘it’ home with us. Go inside. See.”
“Okay…” Micah gingerly grasps the door handle and enters the room, Glimmer following so closely behind him that she runs right into his back when he suddenly stops.
“Hello, Micah,” says Angella.
“A-Angie?!” Glimmer’s never heard her father’s voice break like that before. “How…?! Wh—is this—are you—”
“It’s me, my love,” she says, holding out her hand. It’s only trembling a little. “I promise you, I’m very real. Are you?”
Despite the tears streaking down her face, Angella’s smile says she already knows the answer.

    

    “Thanks,” Adora says to Catra once they’re around the corner from Glimmer’s room. “I’m sorry I was so…”
“Hey. It’s fine,” Catra says, sliding her grip down from Adora’s wrist so they can hold hands properly. “Really.” She bumps Adora gently with her hip. “You did a lot tonight.”
Adora blushes at Catra’s attention and shrugs a little. “Not really. Mostly I stood around and hugged Glimmer while the rest of you worked. Then it only took She-Ra about five seconds to get Angella. That was, like, the easiest thing anyone did all night.”
They’re back at their room already. Catra opens the door for Adora with a deep bow; Adora blushes again and walks through, shaking her head fondly as Catra closes the door behind them.
“I just want to point out,” Catra points out, “if you hadn’t been there hugging Glimmer while the rest of us worked, Glimmer would have lost her fucking mind in about 10 minutes flat.” Adora tries to shrug this off too, but Catra persists. “Adora, seriously. You saved Angella and you were there for Glimmer when she needed you. When Bow needed to be doing his computer stuff. When I was…” She looks down for a moment, holding her elbow. “I wasn’t really around for that kind of thing tonight. So thank you, from—I guess, from Glimmer and me. For stepping up.”
Adora has her hand on her breastbone, right over the failsafe that will lie dormant inside of her for the rest of her life, no more Hearts to free. “Catra…” she breathes. “Catra, can I please kiss you?”
Normally Adora doesn’t ask before kissing her. Normally Catra doesn’t need her to. But clearly Adora can sense the turmoil inside her girlfriend right now, and she’s being extra careful. Catra tries not to examine it too closely and just accept the kindness—and as wretched as she feels right now, she really does want Adora to kiss her.
“Yes,” Catra says, and she doesn’t mean to whisper back, but that’s all that comes out. “Please kiss me. Please—”
They stand in the middle of their bedroom, clutching at each other’s backs and shoulders, and they kiss, and they kiss, and they kiss. For as long as it lasts, neither takes it any further, nor makes any move toward the nearby bed. Catra realizes there are tears on her face, but she can’t tell if they’re hers or Adora’s.
Eventually they stop kissing to catch their breath, but they don’t stop clinging to each other.
“Are you okay?” Adora asks, so softly she’s almost still whispering. There’s no particular reason to be that quiet, but also, it feels right. “I noticed when you weren’t around much tonight. I didn’t want to push. But I’m worried, and I love you, and we’re home and we’re alone, so… now I’m gonna push a little bit.”
Adora’s love and care is so transparent that Catra’s last shred of emotional control dissolves, and she starts bawling into Adora’s shoulder, much too hard to form words. Adora holds her close and makes meaningless little soothing noises, just a rhythmic and only barely tuneful babble of pseudo-syllables. It’s what she used to do for Catra when they were kids and Catra was upset enough to accept comfort for more than a few seconds. And it’s something Adora hasn’t done since they were 10 or 11 years old, maybe even younger. Catra suddenly feels so intensely safe and loved—yet excruciatingly vulnerable—that for a moment it feels like she’s being crushed from the inside by her own heart.
But she’s not being crushed. Adora’s gently leading her towards the bed now, still sweetly pitter-pattering nonsense, but Catra’s pretty sure she’s not being seduced—the snot she’s leaking all over Adora has got to be an unequivocal mood-killer—and sure enough, when Adora pulls her down to the bed, it’s only to cuddle Catra against her tightly while Catra cries herself out.
The next thing she says to Adora isn’t until after she’s finished crying, caught her breath, blown her nose, and washed her face in the sink. When she speaks, Adora can hear how hard she’s trying to keep her voice steady.
“Adora, listen. Whatever happens…”
Something cold drops in Adora’s stomach like a stone into a lake. She interrupts immediately. “What do you mean, whatever happens, Catra? That’s a pretty scary way to start a sentence to your girlfriend.”
Catra whimpers. “I just mean… now that Queen Angella’s back… if I have to…”
Adora’s tone slides from concerned towards confused, then back towards concerned. “Wait, what? What does Angella have to do with—what do you think you might have to do, Catra? You’re scaring me. What are you talking about?”
Catra looks at her, bleak despair etched on her face. “When she punishes me. Whatever happens, Adora, I need you to know—”
Just the look on Adora’s face is enough to interrupt Catra this time. It’s not confused, or even concerned: she looks as desperately sad as she looks desperately in love.
“Oh gods, Catra, have you—did you really think, this whole time—? Oh my gods, Catra, you—I wish you’d said something, you poor beautiful idiot—oh no, no no, no no no. Come here.” She pulls Catra back to her chest, holding her even tighter than before, hand in Catra’s hair, blunt fingernails against her scalp. "Catra, I need you to listen to my voice, okay? Listen to my voice and remember that you trust me.
“Nobody is going to punish you. Not Angella, not anyone else in Bright Moon, not anyone—anywhere—ever. I promise you, Catra. I wouldn’t let them.”
Now that’s a mental picture, Catra thinks: the mighty She-Ra facing off against the immortal Queen Angella, just to defend… her. She can see now, maybe, a little, that it’s a comically unrealistic scenario, but it still fills her with dread and uncertainty. Would Adora really…?
She remembers the acidic glare of Horde Prime’s mothership, Adora looking down at her, tears in the glittering grey eyes Catra had thought she’d never see again. You matter to me! Adora had all but screamed at her, sounding so plaintive and heartbroken Catra couldn’t help but believe it. Despite everything happening at the time. Despite everything that’d come before. Despite…
Catra doesn’t remember much between that moment and waking up in Adora’s lap on the floor of their spaceship. But she remembers enough.
Yeah, she thinks. Adora would.
She nuzzles into her girlfriend’s chest. “You promise?” she asks anyway. She believes her, almost completely, but she wants to hear Adora say it.
“I promise,” says Adora. “And do you know what’s happening right now?”
“Uh… you and I are… cuddling?”
"Back in Glimmer’s bedroom, silly. Glimmer and Micah are telling Angella all about you, about the Catra they know, and she’s going to believe them. They’re her family. And yeah, if she really wanted revenge on you, she’d have to get through She-Ra first, but believe me, Catra—it’s never going to come to that. I know you don’t know Angella, but I do. That’s just not how she is.
“When I—when I first came to Bright Moon…” Adora never talks like this. All her pre-Catra Bright Moon stories are on the vaguest of timelines, never contextualized by battles with the Horde or any of the ups and downs of her three-year enmity with Catra. Neither the presence nor the absence of that context actually bothers Catra; she just hears Adora’s careful atemporality as another way of saying I love you. "Glimmer and Bow… well, they trusted me right away, but Angella—the first time I met her, Catra, I thought I was about to be fucking executed.
“And, you know, obviously I wasn’t. She was tough, she asked me some tough questions, and when I… you know, when I swore to join the Rebellion, I knew she’d know if I didn’t mean it. But she was also compassionate, right from the start. She was willing to give me a chance, right from the start. I was still in my Force Captain uniform, Catra. I still smelled like smoke. She’ll do the same for you.”
Catra sighs. She wants to believe Adora, so badly. And there’s no reason not to trust her—except for the gnawing fear in her heart that can never trust anything.
Well, she decides, maybe the gnawing fear in her heart won’t leave, but that doesn’t mean it gets to vote.
“Okay,” she says, trying it out.
“Okay?” repeats Adora cautiously. “Really?”
“Really,” says Catra, more sure this time. “Except for one thing you got egregiously wrong.”
Adora hears the teasing tone and sighs, trying to sound long-suffering instead of relieved, not to mention hopelessly in love. “And what’s that, Catra,” she asks in a begrudging singsong, knowing she’s being set up.
“That’s not what’s happening in Glimmer’s bedroom right now.” Adora cocks her head, not sure where Catra’s going with this yet, but obviously bracing herself.
“What’s happening,” Catra continues, a wicked grin slowly spreading across her face, “is that Sparkles got kicked out of her room to go bunk with Arrows, and when she gets back she’s probably gonna want to burn that bed of hers because—ahhhh!” Adora’s fingers find the ticklish spot high on her ribs and Catra nearly shrieks, but Adora doesn’t let her escape.
“It’s been like 20 years for them!” Catra exclaims, ducking and weaving to avoid Adora’s playful swipes. “Look at how you get after 20 minu—” Adora catches her and yanks her closer, peppering Catra’s face with kisses as sweet as they are annoying.
“Ughhhh,” Catra groans theatrically, doing absolutely nothing to resist. “You’re the worrrrst.”
Adora pulls back and smiles. It twists Catra’s stomach into delicious knots. “Nah,” she says, wrinkling the bridge of her nose cutely—and she knows exactly what that does to Catra—“I’m not the worst.”
“No,” Catra agrees with a soft laugh, “you’re really not.” She’s just about to kiss Adora senseless when there’s a knock at the bedroom door. They freeze.
“Guys?” It’s Glimmer. “I… I can go away if you want, I was just… well, Mom and Dad are… um…”
Adora’s eyes go wide in disbelief, while Catra’s narrow to victorious slits. I was right! I was right!!! screams the wiggle of her shoulders, I win!!!!!
“You said she’d go to Bow’s room,” Adora hisses in counter-triumph as she gets off the bed. “No points for you!”
She opens the door to a sheepish Glimmer, who looks almost pathetically relieved to see her. “Hi, Adora. Thank you. I…” She sighs, and her shoulders slump a little. “I don’t know why I didn’t see this coming.”
Adora almost successfully stifles a laugh. “Come on in, you.”
“Hey, Sparkles,” Catra tries to drawl from the bed, but there’s an edge of anxiety in her voice she can’t hide, and Glimmer picks up on it immediately.
“Hey, Catra, you okay? After… everything?” Glimmer sits down next to her, and puts a hand near Catra’s on the bedspread, giving her the opportunity to reach out if she wants to. Catra does. Adora comes over and joins them, and they end up sitting in a little triangle together, knees touching, fingers loosely interlinked with each other’s.
They both wait patiently for Catra’s answer. She sighs. “I think I am. I am now, anyway. Kinda glad you didn’t get here 10 minutes ago.” Glimmer looks worried, but Catra squeezes her hand. “I had a big cry all over Adora, that’s all. You got here in time for the good stuff,” she winks, but her heart’s clearly not in it. “I just… got scared.”
“Scared?” Glimmer asks.
Catra shrugs. “I guess I was afraid that… when your mom came back… things would change.”
“Cha—wait, change between us? Because of my mom?”
Another shrug. “Yeah, I—yeah. Kinda. I guess.”
“Catra, that’s—hmmm.” Glimmer suddenly seems to remember something, and the corner of her mouth quirks like it’s a good memory. “You know what, I think we’ve had this conversation before.”
“What?”
She lets go of Catra’s hand and reaches up to cradle her jaw, smoothing the fur on Catra’s cheek with her thumb. “Nothing’s going to change between us,” she says, voice as tender as her touch. “Or—” she inclines her head to include Adora, “—between us. I love you. Don’t you remember?”
How could I forget when you look at me like that, Catra thinks, slightly dizzy, but then all at once she realizes what Glimmer’s actually trying to evoke: the night she’d caught her sneaking out of Bow’s room, when Glimmer had been so terrified of losing everything. When Catra had helped her realize she wasn’t going to lose anything at all.
Oh, Catra thinks. Okay. Fine. Point for that one, Sparkles. Catra doesn’t want it to go to Glimmer’s head, though, so instead of saying anything, she just leans forward and kisses her on the lips, to an approving little “aww” from Adora.
Then Catra says “I love you too” anyway, because Glimmer makes her soft like that.
Glimmer takes their hands in hers. “I love you both. So much. We got my mom back tonight, you guys. She’s home.” She pulls them in carefully until all three of their foreheads meet in the middle.
“We’re all home,” Adora says.
“Oh my gods,” says Catra. “You’re such a sap.”
Adora giggles. “You love it.”
“I love you.”
“Wha—bu—oh, so I’m the sap?!”
“You are kind of the sappy one,” Glimmer says, and Adora abruptly falls over on the bed and pulls them both down with her, all three laughing in the sunshine spilling through the window. They’ll need to draw the curtains later if they want to get any sleep.
It’s going to be a beautiful day.

  
    epilogue
(and every day will be) a party

    5 days later

    It wasn’t long after Catra joined the Rebellion that she’d learned about the concept of a “wake.” It made sense to her, throwing a big joyful party to celebrate the life of someone who’d just died, associating them with one last good time in your memory. It was a lot better than what they did to commemorate fallen comrades in the Horde: nothing.
And, she supposes, the party they’re having tonight makes even more sense than a wake. This celebration isn’t for someone who’s gone—it’s for someone who’s returned. And so far, it’s been a pretty good party. Not that Catra has much to compare it to, but there’s a band playing live music, all kinds of delicious food from all over Etheria, and more people than she’s ever seen in one place for anything that wasn’t a military manoeuvre. At one point, a flash of green skin in a slinky gold dress catches the corner of her eye and she almost thinks she sees a slender tail vanish between two men dancing, but she’s probably imagining things.
Catra herself is wearing a blue suit—not a dark blue, nor any of the other dark colours she’d begged Bow to let her try this afternoon, but a shockingly bright, almost azure shade he’d finally badgered her into—it’s so vivid, she keeps catching glimpses of it in the corner of her eye, and it startles her every time. Even the lapels, darker than the rest of the suit, are lighter than she would have picked. (“It makes your right eye pop!” Bow had insisted. She’d threatened to make his right eye pop, and it’d been a massive blow to her ego when he’d doubled over laughing.) At least the shirt is black, and there’s no tie to fuss with, which means she can leave the collar open enough to show a little cleavage—about all she has to show anyway. It’s not that she doesn’t think she looks good, it’s just—it’s eye-catching. She’s not sure how she feels, not being able to blend into the crowd.
She knows exactly how she feels about what Adora’s wearing, though—holy shit. It’s not elaborate: just a white button-up shirt under black suspenders, with black slacks and her hair tucked under a broad-brimmed black hat. It should look stupid, Catra thinks, but the way Adora’s wearing it—sleeves rolled to her elbows, maybe one too many buttons undone on the shirt, stompy black boots and bright red lipstick—it makes Catra’s back itch with how badly she wants Adora to shove her against a wall.
But they have to behave. And not just to the relatively attainable standard of “not setting off explosives to distract from a kidnapping.” Nobody’s really sure yet what Angella’s return means for who’s running the kingdom—turns out there aren’t any ceremonies of reverse succession, so they’re probably going to have to just pick a precedent and set it—but everyone’s still calling Glimmer the Queen, or at least a queen, which means they’re still the queen’s girlfriends, and they’re in public. Which means, Catra’s concluded, we just can’t behave any worse than Sparkles does.
She gets to dance with Adora for the first time since the Princess Prom débâcle, and this time she doesn’t have to remember to do anything except enjoy the feeling of her partner’s body against hers. And she does, for song after song after song, taking every opportunity to lightly touch Adora’s exposed forearms, the side of her neck, the column of her spine through her stiff white shirt. She spins Adora away from her, then back into her arms, then dips her—which, because physics, requires Catra to grab Adora’s ass, okay?
Not that she can tell that to the positively crimson flush on Adora’s cheeks when Catra pulls her upright.
“I’m gonna murder you,” Adora whispers in Catra’s ear through clenched teeth. “To death.”
“With sex?” Catra purrs back. “Please tell me you’re gonna murder me with sex.”
Adora just growls, and Catra barely hears it—but she feels it. She feels it with her whole body, an atavistic rumble that swirls inside her like water down a drain, round and round, lower and lower. It settles into a familiar vortex between her legs, and she realizes Adora’s right. Queen’s girlfriends. Behaviour. Public.
“Okay, okay, sorry,” Catra concedes, trying to sound as apologetic and un-seductive as possible, for both their sakes. “You’re right, I’m sorry, I’ll save it for later.”
Adora sighs, sounding both disappointed and relieved. “You’d better, you brat. And… you’d better.” She steps away from Catra, still holding her hands. “I’m going to get something cold to drink. Want anything?”
“Not to drink,” Catra says with one last lick of her lips. Adora squeaks, blushes even redder somehow, then throws Catra’s hands down with a huff and walks away, her fake anger not even remotely convincing. Especially since Catra sees Adora smile over her shoulder as she goes, with a happy little wiggle of her hips.
Catra thinks she might look for Glimmer, see if she wants to maybe set a little royal precedent vis-à-vis appropriate hand placement while dancing, but the party’s getting really crowded. The air feels stuffy and it’s getting harder to breathe, and as Catra looks around she doesn’t see a single person she recognizes, not Glimmer or Adora or Bow or even any of the other princesses, just a bunch of strangers. From some oubliette in her subconscious comes a whisper that none of this would have needed to happen if Catra hadn’t opened the portal.
No, she thinks, fuck that. It’s a party, parties are good, if it ends in a party then it can’t be all bad, right?
It delays her spiral long enough to get her outside, anyway, where it’s much darker and much quieter and she can take lungfuls of cool night air and remind herself as much as she needs to: Adora’s here. Not here-here, but Catra could easily find her if she weren’t simultaneously trying to stave off a panic attack, so one thing at a time. Adora’s here, at this party, with her. They’re in Bright Moon. They have friends, and an obnoxiously attractive girlfriend who’s also here. The war is over. It’s over. It’s over.
She wanders aimlessly, listening to the occasional sounds of the party drifting out from inside and trying to ground herself like Perfuma’s taught her. It’s getting harder for her to find unfamiliar corners of the palace grounds; she likes that. But she’s mostly focused on her breathing, and the night breeze through her hair, and letting frightened thoughts slip through her mind without getting caught on any of them. It works, inasmuch as it keeps her from a full-blown freakout, but there’s an unexpected downside to focusing so much on her head that she doesn’t pay attention to her feet.
She ends up in the fucking cemetery again.
Micah’s memorial is gone. Catra keeps meaning to ask what he decided to do with it. Now Angella’s is the one covered with a lavender shroud—maybe even the same shroud as before—secured with dark purple rope. Presumably destined to rejoin Micah’s in whatever storage closet it’ll be gathering dust in, Catra guesses.
As someone who’s recently started making them to avoid accidentally sneaking up on people, Catra recognizes a deliberately audible footfall when she hears one. For a second she thinks it’s Glimmer who’s found her, like Glimmer found her here before. Only maybe this time we can just make out, Catra thinks as she turns around.
The flirty smile would have been appropriate for her girlfriend, but it seems to leave her girlfriend’s mother slightly nonplussed. Catra quickly rearranges her face, kicking herself for hanging around the cemetery when it’s obviously cursed, if not downright haunted.
“Your Majesty,” Catra blurts. She doesn’t know what to say past that.
“Catra,” says the queen neutrally, with a slight nod. Queen? Catra’s heard some people propose “queen regnant,” but she doesn’t know what the difference is. Either way, Catra hasn’t seen much of her since the rescue; Angella’s mainly been resting in her suites with Micah and sometimes Glimmer. She may not have been conscious of time passing in the portal, but the abrupt changes she’s had to face are their own kind of ordeal: the Horde on Etheria subsumed by the Galactic Horde, which was then annihilated by She-Ra, opening both a new era of peace and an entirely new universe. Her husband, alive and well. Her daughter, raised to Queen in her place, and finally united with her childhood sweetheart… and her two girlfriends. One of whom was She-Ra. The other, a former Horde commander.
And that’s just the highlights.
Catra gets it. She’d have been hiding in bed too. In fact, if she’d been Queen Regnant Angella, she thinks she might not even have made it out of bed to her own party tonight, five days after the rescue.
The silence is killing her. Is she waiting for me to say something? “Um,” she offers, “great party?”
Angella smiles. She’s so lovely she almost doesn’t seem real. Catra has to be careful not to stare.
“It’s a wonderful party,” Angella says, “I’m deeply honoured,” but there’s something automatic about the way she says it. Catra thinks she gets that, too.
She thinks she gets it so well she decides to risk a joke. “Yeah,” she cracks. “Terrific party. That’s why we’re both hiding in the graveyard.”
And bless the fucking moons, it gets a laugh. A real, genuine laugh that seems to surprise Angella as much as Catra—the ethereal, immortal queen almost snorts through her nose.
“I rather suspect we were both in need of some fresh air,” says the queen, or queen regnant, or whatever—and it’s automatic words of diplomacy again, but this time with a conspiratorial little smile. She looks past Catra to the shrouded statue of herself and seems a little taken aback by it. Catra glances at it too, then back to Angella.
“I… I haven’t been out here yet,” Angella says by way of explanation, and there’s much less of that regal confidence in her voice now. “I suppose I knew they would have… well, anyway, I’ve never seen it. And of course Micah’s is… we don’t need that anymore, either, of course.”
Catra wonders how many times—no, how many hours in total—Angella stood in front of that statue of Micah over the years. She wonders if Angella might even miss the statue a little, even though she has the real thing back, even though the real Micah’s the one she really wants. Catra doesn’t know how long Angella and Micah were together before he was exiled to Beast Island—he’s not that old, though, and Glimmer was a baby—while the statue was out here for almost two decades.
Glimmer obviously got her mother’s eyes and hair, but otherwise she’s the spirit and image of her father—at least, that’s what Catra’s thought since meeting Micah. But as she stares at the shrouded memorial, Angella’s bottom lip twitches exactly like Glimmer’s when she’s working through a complicated knot of emotions. It makes Catra feel a little more confident, like she’s not on such unfamiliar ground after all.
She looks around one more time, lingering on the rope binding the shroud to the statue. This time Angella seems amused at the coy quirk of her eyebrow.
“Wanna?” asks Catra. Angella doesn’t answer right away, though Catra doesn’t think it’s because she didn’t understand the question.
So she shrugs. “We can put it back,” she adds. “I just thought… I mean, it’s yours, right? Aren’t you curious?”
There’s a thoughtful pause, then the queen smiles again, indulgently, another little echo of Glimmer. “Why not,” she says. “I suppose you’re quite right.”
Part of Catra wants to show off and slash through the ropes with a quick flurry of her claws so that the shroud dramatically falls to the ground—but as she gets closer she sees that they’re actually nice decorative cords, glossy and soft to the touch, and she decides she’d feel bad. So instead she follows them around the back of the statue until she finds the knot securing everything. The almost slippery surface of the cords helps her work her strong, narrow fingers into the knot and loosen it, and then it’s a matter of seconds for the knot to come apart, the shroud to fall aside, and finally Angella can see the statue that had been posthumously carved of herself.
Catra steps out of the way, returning to Angella’s side with the shroud and cords in a loose bundle under her arm. It really is a beautiful statue, she thinks, not for the first time. It looks just like Angella, magnificent and serene, one hand outstretched in a gesture of spellcasting, or maybe protection. Her wings are unfurled behind her, and in the moonlight a shimmering rainbow pearlesces over the surface of the stone.
“So what do you think?” Catra asks after they’ve been standing there for a while.
Angella hums. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m not sure about the arm. I like the rest of it, though, particularly the stone she used. And I’m very serious, by the way, keep that between you and me—I’d be appalled if they threw this out and made a new one because I objected slightly to the pose.”
Catra laughs. “Your secret’s safe with me, Your Majesty.”
The next silence is a little more comfortable. Until—
“We haven’t yet had a chance to speak, Catra.” Angella’s tone of voice is completely neutral, but neutral isn’t positive. A bitter taste hits the back of Catra’s throat.
“I, uh… I guess not.”
“I’m afraid I’ve been rather overwhelmed with, well, everything. It’s a very different Etheria than the one I left.” She looks up at the sky. “There are stars in the sky. The war I fought for so long is over. My—my Micah is alive.” Angella says his name like Adora says Catra’s, and shakes her head like she still can’t believe it. “To be clear, I’m nothing but grateful that all of you saved me, but I believe I’m still adjusting to this new—well, it’s an entirely new world, isn’t it?”
Catra just grunts in agreement. She doesn’t really trust her voice right now.
Angella pauses for a deliberate moment. “And you’re very different too, aren’t you.” She says it so casually that if Catra didn’t speak the language, and just had to guess from Angella’s tone, she might have expected a comment on the weather. But of course, she does know the language, and her blood runs cold.
“I know we never met,” the queen continues, “even in battle, but I knew of you, just as I’m sure you knew of me.” Catra nods very, very carefully. "I know you’re a brilliant tactician. I know you’re an extremely effective hand-to-hand combatant. You’re reckless and overconfident, but talented enough to compensate for most of the associated weaknesses.
“I know you were raised by Shadow Weaver.”
Catra has no idea where this is going, but it’s making her want to throw up. She kicks herself for leaving Melog to nap in their room during the party. Turns out an ancient being of ethereal magic in the form of a cat, as tall sitting on its haunches as Catra is standing, would have been the perfect accessory for tonight. She’ll have to remember that for her next girlfriend’s mom’s un-funeral bash.
Angella sighs. “I’m sorry, Catra. I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” Catra can barely process the apology—it’s just one more unexpected turn on this randomly-swerving skiff ride of an encounter. “What I mean to say is, I’m aware of your… circumstances. As you might expect, I’ve spent most of my time in private with Micah this week. And he mentioned he’s been helping you dispose of Shadow Weaver’s garden.”
Catra can only manage another grunt of acknowledgement. She swallows hard, her mouth dry.
“Honestly,” Angella says, as though this is a normal, two-sided conversation, “it’s almost less of a shock to have him back than the fact that we allowed her to—well. In any case,” she continues smoothly, “that’s necessary work, and I’m grateful for your initiative and your labour. I’m also glad you weren’t more seriously hurt. That cursed balsam is a menace—do you know, we had almost driven it to extinction 200 years ago? It was sorcerers like her that brought it back.”
When you say “we,” Catra thinks, do you mean Etherians in general, or…? She knows Angella’s immortal, and—though she’d never be “reckless and overconfident” enough to ask—has wondered more than once just how old she actually is. She wonders what it’s like for Micah, being more or less middle-aged for an Etherian and still potentially orders of magnitude younger than his wife. And Catra wonders how much mileage she can get, now that Angella’s back, teasing Micah about his obvious thing for older women.
The funny, friendly thought eases her anxiety just enough to speak. “I, uh… yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for… yeah. Wasn’t… wasn’t a fan of that.”
Angella nods. She seems to be leaving space for Catra to say more, but when it’s not forthcoming, she speaks again. “I’ve also been catching up with Glimmer,” she says, and there’s a gentle emphasis on Glimmer’s name, and Catra knows Angella knows.
Fuck. Here it comes, then. Catra’s not sure what she’s afraid of, exactly—Adora and Glimmer had both been so sure Angella would accept her, and so far so good, she guesses, but… they’re entering a whole new minefield now. Micah was just happy Glimmer had so much love in her life, and that had felt like a major freebie. There’s no way she’s lucky enough to get two, is there?
Catra’s not sure she could maintain a conversation with someone as tongue-tied as she’s being right now, but Angella doesn’t seem the slightest bit fazed. She just watches Catra like she’s waiting for a reaction, and when it doesn’t come, she moves on with a smile.
“She speaks… very highly of you, Catra. As do Adora and Bow. As, for that matter, does Micah. The young woman they’ve described to me—”
Perfuma’s told her over and over that Catra should really try not to hold her breath when she’s nervous: the decreased levels of oxygen will only compound her anxiety. But she can’t make herself inhale normally right now.
Out of the corner of Catra’s eye, she can see Angella shaking her head slowly, almost to herself. “I can’t help but wonder why that young woman I’ve heard so much about… did what she did.”
Catra thinks again about her conversation with Glimmer a few weeks ago, right here in this cemetery. They’d talked about the Catra who opened the portal like she was a different person. Glimmer had said she wanted to kill that Catra—but also that she felt like Catra, the new Catra, already had.
She doesn’t know she’s going to say it until the words are already out of her mouth, her own voice sounding strangely flat and quiet in her ears. “I can tell you why,” she says. “If you want.” It’s Angella’s turn to respond with silence, but Catra figures if Angella wants her to stop talking, she can tell her to stop, and presses ahead.
“She grew up in the Fright Zone,” Catra says, and even though Angella kind of started it, it’s weird to talk about herself like she’s someone else. The weirdest part might be that it’s a little easier this way. “All she had growing up was—was Adora. Adora… and Shadow Weaver.” There’s an imperceptible shift in Angella’s posture at the late sorceress’s name. “She and Adora, they protected each other. Looked out for each other. Adora never—she thought Adora would never—they were supposed to—”
The distance provided by the third-person framing suddenly isn’t distance enough. Angella waits patiently while Catra composes herself. At least, she thinks Angella’s waiting patiently. Catra won’t be able to do this if she actually has to look at her.
“Then Adora left. Not just left. Adora joined the enemy. Uh, no offence. And she—I—” Fuck it, it’s too hard to keep this she-me-I-her stuff straight. “Adora left me,” she says, trying to keep her voice even. "I should have gone with her, but I couldn’t… or I didn’t.
“Shadow Weaver… punished me for Adora leaving. But then she pissed off Hord—uh, sorry, betrayed Hordak—and, and he locked her up, and… I guess I thought it might be a chance to…” Of all the horrific things that have happened to Catra, there’s a special place in her nightmares for the night she discovered that empty cell, residue of a runed circle still on the floor, and realized what Shadow Weaver had done to her.
Angella clears her throat slightly. Even that’s so pleasant a sound it’s practically musical. Catra gratefully accepts the interruption.
“And then Shadow Weaver escaped the Fright Zone. And joined the enemy. Just like Adora.” She almost sounds sympathetic, but maybe the blood rushing in Catra’s ears means she’s not hearing her right.
Catra’s still standing next to Angella, but as she’s been speaking she’s been folding in on herself, gripping an elbow with her opposite hand, pulling her shoulders in, and even with her eyes screwed shut, she’s turned her face away from Angella entirely. She hopes Angella’s looking at her, because it’s a major effort to nod and she doesn’t want to do it twice.
“Shadow Weaver betrayed me,” Catra says, her voice cracking with emotion. “She abandoned me. And I already felt… like Adora had too. I didn’t have anything left. I didn’t want anything, I didn’t want to want anything if it was just going to… turn poison and get torn away from me like that. It hurt too much, and I couldn’t—I couldn’t deal with it, it wouldn’t stop hurting, it didn’t matter what I did. So with the portal, I just—” She can hear herself getting quieter and quieter, but she doesn’t seem to be able to control the level of her voice anymore. “I just wanted it all to stop,” she says, barely audible, wishing she could curl up into a ball and vanish.
She feels an unfamiliar pressure on her right shoulder for several moments before she realizes it must be Angella’s hand. If Angella’s been anything throughout all this, it’s been patient, so Catra allows herself to take several long, deep breaths before doing anything else. At last she reluctantly opens her eyes and turns her head, only to see Angella right beside her, closer than she was before, a faint crease of concern between her eyebrows.
When Angella sees Catra looking, she takes the hand off her shoulder and extends her other one like a greeting, smiling one of Glimmer’s shy little smiles. Catra’s not sure what’s happening right now, but she reaches out tentatively in return, trying to open up her body language a little, too.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Catra,” Angella says softly, clasping Catra’s hand warmly in both of hers. “Welcome to Bright Moon. We’re so happy you’re here.” Catra blushes from her jaw to the tips of her ears. Angella was already painfully beautiful before Catra started noticing all the tiny resemblances to Glimmer. Now it’s just unfair.
“Th-th-thank you, Y-your Majesty,” she manages to say, then takes another deep breath. “It’s… it’s a pleasure for me too.” She musters a small and shaky, but genuine smile.
Angella squeezes Catra’s hands tightly before releasing them, and looks at the memorial one more time. “Shall we cover it back up?”
“Nah,” says Catra, steadying her voice by forcing an attitude she doesn’t quite feel yet, tossing the bundled shroud towards the foot of the statue. “Leave it. We can blame it on ghosts.”
That earns her another laugh, a tiny giggle in the back of Angella’s throat that makes Catra miss Glimmer—whom she last saw less than 45 minutes ago—so fiercely there’s no way to hide it in her expression. At the same moment, Angella asks, “Ghosts, hmm?” and that’s definitely a hint of a smirk on her own angelic face.
“Um—uh, yeah,” Catra tries to shrug casually, slightly shy about her unconcealed surge of emotion. She tucks it behind her cockiest grin. “I mean, I’m pretty sure this place is haunted.”

    

    The same night
“I was thinking…” Entrapta says, but does not immediately continue. H0RDAC’s leading hypothesis is that she has given the rest of her concentration over to the thoughts she had mentioned, and waits for her to finish.
Closed-circuit cameras indicate she’s trailing a finger down the edge of his terminal console. It occurs to H0RDAC that, with an ultra-low-voltage electrostatic field around the console, he would be able to track the movements of her finger against the casing directly. Simulations of the potential data he could collect suggest patterns of both deliberation and randomness at once. The complexity and uniqueness of the real data set will be even more rewarding to analyze—data about Entrapta always is. Perhaps he will request a minor hardware modification later so he can generate the field and test it.
Her finger returns to an approximation of its original point of contact and she speaks again. Perhaps she was waiting until she had completed the movement. “I was thinking, maybe, this isn’t so bad after all, is it? I wasn’t sure if I should say anything—I thought it might sound weird out loud—but… you seem happier.”
Happier? Interesting. H0RDAC is not sure how to quantify the internal experience of happiness, let alone express it. He asks her to elaborate.
“Oh, I’m not totally sure how to describe it, you know I’m bad with feelings. But… I feel like we talk more now than we did before, and I like that. I wish I could hug you sometimes, but… I still get hugs from other people. Like Scorpia!” Indeed, Scorpia has visited Entrapta every day since Angella’s return, and Entrapta has accepted every one of Scorpia’s many offers of physical comfort.
“I appreciate her diligence in that regard,” H0RDAC says. The cameras register an emotional reaction in Entrapta: dilated pupils, increased blood flow to her face, a certain offset tilt to her shoulders that he has come to recognize but not yet interpret. It is unclear why a compliment to Queen Scorpia would provoke such a reaction in Entrapta herself, however.
“That’s sweet,” she says, at 60% of her previous volume. “I think you’re sweeter like this, too. I wasn’t expecting that. It’s… it’s nice.”
Sweet. The agreeable sensation produced when certain chemicals contact the tongue. Entrapta is employing a metaphor—she finds him as pleasant as she finds sweet food to be. H0RDAC reviews his memory logs for potentially “sweet” interactions she may be referencing, but after a few moments of fruitless analysis, concludes he would get more reliable results by simply asking her.
“May I request you elaborate on that as well? I am unable to identify any previous actions denoted as ‘sweet.’ It will assist me in reproducing similar interactions when possible.”
Entrapta has another strong emotional reaction to this—the blood flow to her face increases further, and she covers her mouth with her hand—the latter usually connoting surprise. Her physiological symptoms seem irrational to him—surely this cannot be new information to her. “I simply wish to flag the appropriate behaviours for repetition,” he clarifies, but that only seems to worsen her symptoms: there appear to be tears in her eyes now. Tears are a sign of emotional intensity, however, and an unreliable indicator of emotional content. At least Entrapta does not seem otherwise distressed.
A hypothesis forms. “Would my current behaviour be classified as ‘sweet’? Is that the source of your heightened emotional state?” He asks under the presumption that one data point is better than none, but when she nods an affirmative, he realizes that the single data point complements thousands of others, and feels new neural nets forming between formerly unconnected nodes of information.
Entrapta sighs, slowly uncovering her mouth to reveal a smile. She folds, unfolds, and re-folds her hands in her lap, then reaches out to touch the console again. It does not seem she is applying much pressure to the casing at all, but without the data from the electrostatic field, he cannot be sure.
“Yes,” she says, and he eagerly begins analyzing the complex timbre that enters her voice. “Yes. You’re being very sweet right now.”
H0RDAC decides he will definitely request that hardware modification. And perhaps a few others.

    — END OF BOOK TWO —

  
    i am in love with you, it is my only grace

    Catra needs to talk to Glimmer. It might not be easy to get her alone—it’s her own mother’s back-from-the-dead party, after all—but Catra’s head is spinning after the conversation she just had with the party’s guest of honour, and she knows Glimmer will be able to help settle it.
She and Angella had parted ways at the cemetery gates—Angella was going to take the long way back into the party, “for the sake of a few more breaths of fresh air,” the queen had said. Then she’d actually winked, which definitely didn’t help how spun round Catra’s feeling.
The party’s still packed, but it’s a different, more manageable kind of intimidating than when she left. The challenge now won’t be keeping her breath steady and her thoughts from spiralling out of control, it’s just going to be finding Glimmer in the crowd. It’s not like she’s particularly tall.
But it turns out she doesn’t have to find Glimmer at all, because Glimmer finds her as Catra is skirting the edge of the dance floor. “Catra!” she cries happily, rushing up to her. “Where have you been?” Adora and Bow are nowhere in Catra’s admittedly lousy sightlines. Maybe this is her chance to take Glimmer aside for just a few moments.
But then the band strikes up a new song.
Glimmer smiles at Catra and it’s just—it’s really just the way Glimmer usually smiles when she sees Catra, but for some reason it hits Catra in the solar plexus this time; she almost literally feels winded.
When Adora smiles at her like that, it takes out Catra’s knees instead.
Before she can unpack the many, many, moon-shattering implications there, Glimmer’s up in her personal space, taking hold of Catra before Catra has a chance to catch her breath.
“Dance with me,” Queen Glimmer says, and Catra can’t possibly refuse.
Glimmer’s wearing a midnight blue cocktail dress that stops just above her knee and seems to reflect light from deep within itself. The halter neck—disappointingly high, in Catra’s opinion—leaves Glimmer’s shoulders bare, and—Catra’s hands come up to discover—Glimmer’s back too. Catra takes the lead and carefully positions her hands to avoid brushing Glimmer’s little pink wings: at best, she’d tickle her and risk an “accidental” knee in the stomach; at worst, she might provoke Glimmer into breaking her own public-behaviour agreement.
“I missed you,” Glimmer says, her voice as sweet as the strawberries and champagne on her breath. After the cool night air of the cemetery, she’s so warm and alive in Catra’s arms she almost feels hot to the touch.
Catra clears her throat. “I, uh… huh. I missed you too. I thought it might be weird to say ’cause we just saw each other, but… yeah. I was actually looking for you too.”
“Awwww!” Glimmer leans her face into Catra’s neck for a second and inhales deeply. A tingle starts under Catra’s ear and travels all the way down to her toes. “Well, I’m glad you said it. Is something up? Or did you just want to dance?”
Catra twirls her around to give herself a moment to think.
“Something good is up,” she says when Glimmer is back pressed snugly against her. “Kinda want to talk to you about it, when we can find a minute.”
“Oooh,” says Glimmer, and there’s a sparkle in her eyes that has nothing to do with her magic. “Something good? Can I get a hint?”
“Oh, I mean… it’s not a big secret or anything, I just… I was outside just now, for a little while. That’s why you couldn’t find me. I was, uh… I was talking to your mom.”
Glimmer almost stops in their tracks, but Catra gently leads her into the next step, and Glimmer’s muscle memory takes up the slack.
“And it was a good conversation?” she asks. Catra can’t really read her tone of voice.
“Yeah,” Catra says. “I mean, I was… I was super awkward, but that—I didn’t say anything stupid.”
Glimmer squeezes her a little. “I didn’t think you would.”
“I just… it really wasn’t what I was expecting. In a good way, for sure, but also—a lot to process.”
“Oh, yeah, okay,” Glimmer says, “I bet. And you’re okay?”
“Yeah, I’m okay, just… gonna be processing for a while, I think.”
Glimmer nestles herself even closer to Catra, until their hips are flush and it’s hard not to trip over each other’s feet.
“Do you wanna get out of here for a minute?” Glimmer asks, right in her ear.
Catra shivers again. “Don’t you—I mean, aren’t you supposed to—I can wait till—”
But Glimmer just laughs fondly. “There’s nothing left to do tonight besides dance. We can sneak out for a few minutes and talk, if that would help.”
Glimmer’s offering to leave the party, for a few minutes at least, for her. It feels like more than Catra should be allowed to ask for. Glimmer’s the queen. It’s her mom’s… party. Who’s also the queen. And it’s not even that she’s feeling bad, she just needs—
It’s okay to ask for what you need. Nearly everyone in her life tells her that, each about once a week. It’s helping. A little. And you don’t have to ask, Catra reminds herself. She’s offering.
“O—okay. Yeah. For a minute. It would help, thank you. I—thanks.” Glimmer gives her a light peck on the lips.
“My pleasure, silly. Come on.”
She tugs on Catra’s hand like they’re 10 years younger and pulls her towards the edge of the room. Catra thinks they might be ducking behind a pillar, but the pillar obscures a subtle door in the wall. “Staff,” Glimmer explains. “We just gotta stay out of their way.”
The service halls of the Bright Moon palace aren’t as ornate as the ballroom, of course, but they’re still a lot nicer-looking than anything in the old Fright Zone. They don’t see anyone to stay out of the way of before Glimmer pulls her through a plain wooden door that looks like any other door they’ve passed.
They’re in a small pantry Catra’s never been in before. It looks like overflow storage: Catra sees things like tea and rice here, and she knows the storeroom where she gets tea and rice is much closer to the kitchens. Glimmer hops up to sit on a barrel labeled SUGAR, crossing her legs demurely. Even in the most mundane surroundings, she lights up like a jewel when she looks at Catra.
“Hey, uh—can I kiss you in here?” Catra asks.
Glimmer cocks her head, blushing a little. “Um… you’re my girlfriend. Why wouldn’t you be able to kiss me in a pantry?”
“I just… what if someone comes in?”
“Pfft. No one ever comes in here unless it’s the day they’re restocking the kitchens. I used to hide from parties here all the time.”
It’s a cute mental picture. “With Bow?”
“No,” she smiles, “if Bow was there I’d just hang out with him. But he couldn’t make it to every party my mother had, and well, I didn’t really have any other friends, so if I got bored or overwhelmed or… whatever, just needed a break, I’d come down here for a little while.” Her smile gets wider. “And now we’re here.”
Wait, Catra thinks. So this is—this is a special place of Glimmer’s, just hers alone, and she’s sharing it with Catra? Catra’s the first person she’s ever shared it with?
Suddenly Glimmer takes a deep breath, derailing Catra’s train of thought. She’s looking at Catra from under her eyelashes, and when she’s sure she has Catra’s full attention she holds out both hands and slowly uncrosses her legs.
“Now come here and kiss me already.”
She doesn’t need to tell Catra twice. Before she even realizes she’s moved her feet, Catra’s standing in front of the barrel, Glimmer’s legs on either side of her hips and Glimmer’s hands already deep in Catra’s hair by the time their lips meet.
Catra can’t help it. After the emotionally exhausting conversation with Angella, the sensory overload of the party, and the ache that’s pummelled her heart every time she’s thought about Glimmer for the past 20 minutes or so—as soon as she feels Glimmer’s mouth against hers, a whimper of relief comes rising up from her chest and she almost swoons against Glimmer, who moans in return and just deepens the kiss.
Catra brings her arms up around Glimmer and remembers they’re in private now. She lets her thumb accidentally-on-purpose run along the bottom of one of Glimmer’s wings, and Glimmer practically convulses in her arms.
“Mmmf,” she says, pulling back from Catra for a second with a hungry look in her eyes. “Slow down, hotshot. I didn’t say we could fuck in here. And if you keep doing that…” Then she goes back to kissing Catra breathless.
Right. I’m getting a lot of that tonight, Catra thinks, with an odd mix of pride and despair: she’s so hot she’s driving both her girlfriends wild, but they’re somewhere they can’t do anything about it. Still, she doesn’t need to get Glimmer off, she just needs her, and this is more than enough.
Glimmer’s kisses get a little slower, a little less intense, and she presses her lips against Catra’s one last lingering time before reaching up to stroke the line of her jaw.
“I love you,” she says with a happy sigh. “Do you want to talk about…”
It takes Catra a couple of seconds to remember why they came in here in the first place. “Right. Um, yeah. Yeah.” She steals one more quick peck on the lips. “I needed a break too, right. So I went outside for some fresh air. And… yeah. I ran into your mom. And we talked. And she was way too fucking nice to me, Glimmer, what did you say to her.”
First Glimmer lets out a shocked little gasp, then a peal of laughter. “Catra…” She smooths her thumb against Catra’s cheek one more time and then reaches down to take Catra’s hand. “Okay. Let’s start with your personal definition of ‘way too fucking nice.’ You knew she wasn’t going to punish you.”
“No, I knew that, you and Adora talked me into that, I just… I guess I wasn’t expecting her to… care? Not at first, I mean. I was trying to be optimistic about the future, but… not before we ever even talked. And she said you’d talked about me. So like… what on all the islands of hell did you say?”
Glimmer answers her with a kiss, then another one, then another, much longer one. Catra’s about to pull away and accuse her of avoiding the question when Glimmer breaks off first. The little pantry they’re in is lit by magic lanterns set into the ceiling, but Catra thinks Glimmer’s smile could light the whole palace all by itself.
“I told her the truth, Catra. I told her our story. Yours and mine and Adora’s. Adora talked to her a couple of times too. And Bow talked about you for like an hour the other day.” This is not helping Catra’s head spin less.
“I told her you saved me,” Glimmer continues. “You sacrificed yourself to get me off Horde Prime’s ship and save Adora. Adora told her… what happened after, and how we rescued you. How you and Melog got us home. Bow talked about how cute your space helmet was. I’m kidding! I’m kidding, don’t look at me like that.” She gives Catra a conciliatory kiss and runs her fingers through Catra’s hair, scratching her fingernails against Catra’s scalp until she purrs, notices she’s purring, then stops purring but starts blushing.
“Bow talked about how hard you’ve been working. To heal, and change, and grow, and connect with people. We all talked about that. I don’t know everything my dad said, but if it’s anything like what he says about you around me, it was mostly about how bad he feels that you got hurt digging up that horrible plant.” Catra can’t help but laugh a little at that. Micah seems to have more lasting trauma from the dreadbalm incident than she does.
“Catra, I—” And this time she cups Catra’s face in both of her hands, looking right in her eyes. “You are surrounded by people who love you, do you understand that?” Catra tries to shake her head, because that doesn’t sound like something that could ever happen to her, but Glimmer’s hands are actually holding her pretty firmly. I see what you did there, Sparkles.
“I love you, Catra.” She punctuates it with a hard kiss on Catra’s lips. “Adora loves you more than anything in the universe. Bow loves you. Perfuma loves you. My dad loves you. My mom—if she doesn’t love you yet, and she might—she definitely will.”
Glimmer kisses Catra again, slow this time, and sweet, and when she pulls back her eyes are shining a little.
“Things are different now, Catra. You’re different. We’re all different. And you’re so fucking loved. Okay?”
Conveniently, Glimmer’s tight hold on Catra’s head still allows her to nod in agreement. Her vision is starting to get a little blurry, but Glimmer’s standing close enough that Catra can still see the look in her eyes.
You’re so fucking loved.
Catra thinks back on the past month or so of her life. She’s been so focused on picking out things for her daily gratitude journaling that the part of her brain that looks for unpleasantness feels a little rusty when she tries to put it into conscious use. Bad things—not terrible, but not great—have happened to her. And every single time, someone—often more, but at least one—was there for her. To literally, physically catch her; to listen to the things that would have burned her up from the inside if she couldn’t speak them; to remind her that things are different, she’s different, she’s loved.
It feels like a gargantuan effort not to cry, but Catra’s up to the task.
“Okay,” she says, and kisses Glimmer one more time.

  
    the longest wavelength

    chapter 1
i wanted you to kiss me…

    The Best Friends Squad Interplanetary Road Trip—which sounded like a great idea when Adora had brought it up—is running into snag after snag. Darla is, after all, over 1,000 years old: Bow and Entrapta had made her spaceworthy enough for the mission to rescue Glimmer and Catra from Horde Prime, but if they wanted to safely cruise around the galaxy on a long-term basis, Darla was going to need a lot more attention, effort, and care—TLC which Entrapta, with the analytical assistance of H0RDAC, was more than happy to provide.
Bow’s been spending a lot of time helping out with the refit, but sometimes Entrapta needs some… “alone time” with Darla (and now, apparently, H0RDAC…) and Bow is learning a lot more than he ever wanted to learn in service of knowing when it’s time to give her—give all of them—some privacy.
So he’s working on something else, too, something far, far away from all that. Now that the war is over, and over for good, the palace doesn’t really need a War Room anymore, so Bow is converting it to a general-purpose Tech Room that can serve as an information and communications hub for Bright Moon, and maybe eventually beyond. It’ll also be their ground station whenever they do manage to get that road trip going.
Bow’s even been kicking around ideas with H0RDAC—which, yes, is extremely weird, but for some reason living as a disembodied quantum intelligence seems to be agreeing with the former warlord. He and Bow don’t talk about much besides algorithms, bandwidth stabilization, and n-dimensional network meshes, but there used to be an edge to Hordak that’s just not there anymore. Something that wasn’t impatience, or anxiety, or irritation, but something with a similar texture to all of those, and ever-present. H0RDAC, though… he’s surprisingly chill.
And helpful, too. Part of the research they’re doing to refit Darla involves extracting and restoring data from both her computer core and—well, what’s left of the Crystal Castle’s. It had been damaged when Adora abruptly stopped the Heart of Etheria from activating by destroying the First Ones’ sword, but even before that, someone had gone through and deleted huge swaths of files. Some were completely erased, the data sectors forcefully overwritten with nulls to obliterate any lingering echo of their former contents—but only some of them. Others could potentially be recovered, and H0RDAC had developed a number of methods to do just that.
Not all the recovered files were proving useful. Most had their data or metadata corrupted in one way or another—many could be “recovered,” but in such a mangled state they were essentially noise; H0RDAC had begun to filter those out—and even the ones that were still legible weren’t always important. Nobody needed Light Hope’s detailed logs of her last 161 successful firmware updates.
But they were also finding star charts, circuit diagrams, even technical documents—and what at first seemed to be a uselessly redundant cache, filled with exact but equally-corrupted copies of files they had already partially recovered, turned out to be a blessing: they were equally but differently corrupted, and H0RDAC was able to improve the integrity of those files by 41% on average. So it’s worth the time and energy to leave the salvaged cores hooked up to the Tech Room computers, running recovery algorithms all day and night.
Which is why, when Adora finds Bow in the Tech Room, it looks like the old name “War Room” has never been more apt. Computer equipment in various states of assembly is scattered from corner to corner; a dense carpet of cables runs in myriad loop-de-loops, connecting one machine Adora doesn’t recognize the purpose of to another; tools and spare parts are everywhere, in what looks like total disarray, but Adora’s pretty sure Entrapta would notice if she moved even a single screwdriver.
Bow, for his part, looks thrilled to see her. “Adora! Oh thank gods you’re here, I’m running late—”
“—late to target practice. I know, they’re all waiting at the range. Catra asked me to come find you.”
“Oh! Perfect! Okay, listen, all I need you to do is hang out here for a while and then push a couple of buttons…”
“What? Me? Oh, no. No no no. I don’t touch things, Bow, I break things, remember? I don’t think I’m really qualified to—”
“It’s easy, Adora, I promise. Practically impossible to screw up. Please? So I don’t have to keep Catra waiting?”
Adora gives him a dirty look at the low, and effective, blow. “Fine,” she says, “it’s your computer’s funeral.”
“It’s our computer’s funeral,” Bow says patiently, leading her over to a console. “Look, H0RDAC’s latest… data unscrambler, basically, is about to finish a run. When it does, this thing will turn green and light up, and then I need you to send the data over to Entrapta. I’d automate it, but—it doesn’t matter. All you have to do is—watch me—press this, drag this here, and click this. Easy, right?”
He demonstrates again. It does look pretty simple. Green light, press a thing, drag a thing, click a thing. It’s basically just manual labour. She can handle it.
“I can handle it,” she says confidently. Bow’s smile seems genuine, but it also takes a second too long to reach his eyes.
“Great,” he says. “And you don’t need to stick around after that. Thanks a million, Adora, you’re the best!” He throws his tracker pad in his backpack, which has two bows and a bunch of practice arrows sticking through the top, and bolts out the door.
Adora sighs. She looks at the console. The indicator she’s supposed to watch is still yellow, but if the slowly filling bar next to it is supposed to show progress to completion, it’s pretty close to done.
She hears footsteps at the door and turns back, thinking Bow forgot something, but it’s Glimmer. Adora perks up immediately.
“Hey!” says Glimmer. “I just ran into Bow on his way outside. He said you were in here, but he said he didn’t have time to explain why.”
“Hey yourself,” Adora says. “You’re not going to target practice?”
“Are you kidding? Me?” Glimmer says with a cocky little smile, and flicks a finger playfully. A tiny pink sparkle appears right at the end of Adora’s nose. “Who needs practice when you’re already this good?”
Adora rolls her eyes fondly as Glimmer comes closer, still grinning ear to ear. “So what are you up to in here, anyway?” Glimmer asks.
“Oh, uh, Bow and H0RDAC recovered more of the Crystal Castle data? I’m supposed to send it to Entrapta when it’s done… doing whatever it’s doing.”
“Neat. Any idea what’s in there?”
“Not yet. Maybe we’ll find the rest of the instructions for the refrigerator in the galley,” she laughs ruefully. “Hopefully it’s something a little more useful.” Glimmer nods in agreement and, now that she’s finally close enough, pulls Adora into a hug. Adora makes a happy little sound and snuggles her close.
“Bow was going too fast for a hug, so now I need two hugs,” Glimmer pretends to pout, nuzzling her face pitifully into Adora’s bosom. Adora gives her two big dramatic squeezes and a kiss on the forehead, then a kiss on the nose, and then a slow, lingering kiss on the mouth. Glimmer giggles when they finally pull apart.
“What’s so funny?” Adora asks, picking up Glimmer’s contagious laugh.
“I was just remembering our first kiss,” Glimmer says. “At Spin the Bottle. That little peck.”
Adora blushes as she remembers it too. “It was a little more than a peck.”
“Mmmm, true. You got your hand all up in my hair,” Glimmer shivers happily—and when Adora brings her hand up to repeat the gesture, ruffling through the short hair at the back of Glimmer’s head and scratching lightly at her scalp, she shivers again.
“I was nervous,” Adora admits. “About kissing you. About kissing anyone who wasn’t Catra, honestly. And in front of everyone else? But… it was you. And I wanted to. And I’m glad it was you, Glimmer.” She kisses her again. It’s definitely not a peck this time.
“So, uh…” Glimmer’s almost breathless when they part, and she suddenly seems a little shy. “Did you ever, um… you don’t have to answer, but—did you ever think about… kissing me… before that?”
Adora goes very still in her arms, and for a second Glimmer thinks she shouldn’t have asked, but then she realizes Adora has her shy moments too.
“…maybe,” Adora admits in a very quiet voice. Glimmer feels a zap of electricity go down her spine.
“Really?” she asks, sounding almost awestruck.
“Not—I wasn’t like—look, I… maybe, when we first met… and you were the first friend I made outside the Horde, and you were so welcoming and kind and—and so pretty; and we were having all those sleepovers together and… maybe the thought crossed my mind. Once. Or-or twice. But I—” She sighs a long, long sigh. “I was too hung up on Catra. And even if I hadn’t been, I think I would have been worried about messing up our friendship.”
Glimmer chuckles against her, and Adora feels the vibrations resonate in all kinds of places. “And look at us now,” Glimmer says in a low voice, standing up on her toes to take Adora’s left earlobe gently between her lips for a moment. “Friendship ruined.”
Adora laughs an extremely shaky laugh as Glimmer’s hot breath hits her ear and the side of her neck, and that’s when the computer behind her finally finishes running its unscrambling program and chimes.
“Dammit,” she mutters, rubbing her thighs together and waiting for the tingles to settle so she can do what she promised Bow she’d do. “Hold that thought, okay?” Glimmer just giggles at her and winks again.
“Okay, okay, okay,” Adora says to herself. “Press, drag, click.” The blue icon from Bow’s demo is present and accounted for, and she gives it a confident press. It expands into a grid of dozens of smaller icons—a few have a discouraging-looking red X that probably means there’s nothing worthwhile inside, but most of them don’t. She’s about to drag them over as instructed when one of the labels catches her eye.
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Video… Mara… final?
“Anything good?” Glimmer asks, coming up behind Adora and hugging her from behind. “Recipe for First Ones’ chocolate chip cookies?”
“Um…” Adora says. “Maybe? But… there’s at least one thing in here I’m pretty sure we already—we’ve already seen.”
If this is the recording Adora thinks it is—Mara’s final message through time to Adora herself—Adora knows two things: she’ll be happy if she never has to watch it again…
…and Glimmer’s never actually seen it.
Glimmer peers around Adora at the screen. “Does that say Mara?”
"Yeah. I think it’s the message from… it’s the one Bow and I saw with Madame Razz. About the Heart of Etheria. "
Glimmer goes completely still. “Oh.” Her voice is flat. Adora’s not sure what to say. She feels Glimmer’s arm muscles contract without actually tightening their grip. Then Glimmer says, in the same emotionless tone: “Play it.”
“A-are you sure?” Adora can’t see Glimmer’s face from this angle, but she can feel Glimmer’s body continue to tense up behind her. In her peripheral vision, she sees Glimmer nod, silent, curt, unmistakable.
Without another word, Adora presses the video icon.
It’s holographic footage, but the only holographic emitter in the Tech Room is currently in pieces, so it comes up on the big flat monitor instead: a 2-D image of Mara, looking battered and terrified, sitting in an empty void.
They watch in silence. It isn’t a very long recording. “…Adora,” Mara is sobbing on screen, “I believe in you. You can save the world we love—” and Adora can feel Glimmer’s full-body flinch when the video reaches its abrupt end. Adora carefully rotates herself in Glimmer’s arms so she can return the embrace. Glimmer nestles even closer, trembling.
“Are you okay?” Adora asks softly. Glimmer shakes her head, but it seems more like “I don’t know” than “no.” She’s breathing deep but erratic breaths, slow inhales and exhales punctuated with sudden gasping hiccups, so Adora just holds her, gently rubbing her back.
When Glimmer finally speaks, it’s not an answer to Adora’s question. “You were right,” she says to Adora. Her voice is still unusually flat. “You and Bow saw this… and I wasn’t there. And I didn’t understand. I wish… fuck,” she whispers. “I wish I’d seen that b-before… before I tried to… I’m so sorry, Adora. I’m so sorry.”
“Hey, hey, shhhh,” Adora soothes her. “I know, Glimmer. I know. I forgive you, remember? We forgive you. It’s okay now.” She thinks Glimmer might start crying, but the deep breaths continue, and become more regular, and Adora feels the tension slowly start to drain from her girlfriend’s body.
“When, um,” Adora begins. “When I was… when the Heart of Etheria was about to go off, when Light Hope was trying to activate the weapon…”
Glimmer nods without looking up from where her face is buried in Adora’s chest. “When you broke the sword.”
"Yeah. Like, immediately before that. Light Hope was right in front of me, talking all kinds of bullshit about my so-called destiny and the glory of the First Ones, blah blah blah, but she kept… I mean, she was furious with me, she was trying to use the Heart right up to the moment I broke the sword…
“But I think… I think she wanted me to stop her, too. Or part of her did. She kept glitching back and forth between the angry, ranting Light Hope and—and then she’d start talking about Mara, and then she’d get angry again, and Glimmer… I honestly wasn’t sure I was going to be strong enough. And I was so scared, and I was fighting her so hard, and then just for a second, she stopped. She stopped fighting me. And she said ‘do it.’ And… I did it. And it was over.”
Glimmer shudders, then nuzzles even closer to Adora. “Do you think—was it because she and Mara…?”
Adora thinks about it for a second, remembering a room full of holographic flowers. A sensation of warmth.
“I think so,” she says. “I think… I think maybe anyone can change, if they’re loved, and they want to change, and they make the effort.” She shrugs a little. “It know it sounds like I’m talking about Catra—and I am, a little bit, but… I was in the Horde, too. So was Scorpia. So was Entrapta. I think… I don’t know. Maybe the only unforgivable thing is not trying to fix what you broke.”
It kind of hangs in the air for a minute. Then Glimmer crushes Adora in a hug so tight all the air gets squeezed out of her lungs. “I love you so fucking much, Adora.” And she loves the happy little sound Adora makes in return. “I always—I’m always—” She sighs. “I love you. Thank you for loving me.”
“Oh!” Adora says, a flush rising in her cheeks. “Glimmer!” And she kisses her as sweetly as she can.
“So,” Glimmer says a minute later, “we should probably send this off to Entrapta before we forget, right?”
“Right! Yes! Definitely didn’t forget that, nope.” Adora reluctantly releases Glimmer and turns back to the computer. She’s just about to drag the files over when she notices Mara’s name on another one. The rest of the label is even more corrupted than the last, but there’s no red X on the icon, so Adora curiously taps it open.

  
    chapter 2
…when we find some time alone…

    Mara appears on the screen again, but she looks considerably different. She’s not wearing her armoured uniform, for one thing, just a pair of loose drawstring workout pants and a tank top. Her dark hair is down around her shoulders, and she’s reclining, not sitting upright, reading something off a computer pad in her hands. She hasn’t been scraped and scorched by erupting magic. There’s no heartbreak on her face at all. She looks young, and happy, and her vitality comes through even in the flattened-out holo-recording.
I didn’t want to die, says a voice in Adora’s memory, and an answering stab of pain echoes through her heart, right behind the failsafe.
Up on the screen, Mara sets aside her tablet and sighs contentedly, stretching her arms over her head.
“Wow,” says Glimmer, watching next to Adora. “She was… beautiful.” Adora can only nod.
Mara rests her hands on her thighs for a moment and pauses, seemingly lost in thought. She lifts her hands like she’s about to do something, then stops, and slowly returns them to her lap.
“Hey,” says the Mara on the recording, “Light Hope? Are you, uh… around?”
A tall indigo figure appears next to the—couch? bed?—Mara’s lying on. “Yes, Mara, I am here.”
Mara smiles up at her. Even on a millennium-old holo, it’s dazzling. “Can I ask you… I guess it’s kind of a… personal question? Or maybe it’s just a weird one.”
“I am here to serve the needs of She-Ra,” Light Hope says in her familiar mild tone, but there’s a smile on her face that Adora definitely doesn’t recognize. “You are welcome to ask me anything you like.”
The corner of Mara’s mouth quirks when Light Hope says “the needs of She-Ra.” “Okay then,” she says, “and please don’t take this the wrong way, but… when I’m here in my quarters like this… can you—do you—I mean, I know you have cameras and sensors—are you… watching me? All the time? I’m not accusing you of anything, I’m just… curious.”
Light Hope nods in acknowledgement of the slightly circuitous question. “I passively monitor all activity aboard this ship as part of normal operations. However, specific recordings of any given moment are only transferred to a foreground process for active analysis when required by mission parameters.”
“Okay, interesting,” Mara hums. “So if I can’t see you,” she gestures to Light Hope’s holographic avatar, not the computer systems running through the ship that literally surround them both, “I can assume you’re not actively paying attention to what I’m doing.”
“That is correct,” says Light Hope. “Why do you ask?”
Mara’s smile turns mischievous—if she’d been talking to anyone besides Light Hope, Adora would have called it “flirtatious.”
“Well,” she begins, the gentle tease in her voice a surprise to both Adora and Glimmer, “we’ve been on this mission for quite a while. It’s really just the two of us out here. Could get kind of lonely.”
Light Hope tilts her head slightly, an expression of hers Adora was much more familiar with. “You are correct that it has been quite some time since we left Eternia. Are you suffering from a lack of social contact?”
“How could I?” Mara says, “I’ve got you, don’t I?” Adora hears Glimmer take a little sip of breath through her teeth. “Do you ever get lonely up here?”
There’s a moment in which Light Hope genuinely seems to be considering the question. “No. I do not experience loneliness. If I have any such emotional tendencies, they seem to be satisfied by your presence.”
Even on the recording, they can see Mara blush.
“I feel the same way,” she says in a slightly lower register. “You, uh, satisfy my loneliness too.”
Adora feels Glimmer’s hand slip into hers. She gives it a tight squeeze, but her eyes stay glued to the screen.
“And I was thinking,” Mara continues, still in that very different timbre, “about mitigating certain other effects of prolonged isolation.” Her hands, still in her lap, start fidgeting with the drawstring of her pants. “And I was wondering if you wanted to… ‘actively monitor’ the situation.”
Adora’s skin prickles with heat, starting in her face but quickly spreading out to her extremities. Is this… is Mara about to… were she and Light Hope…?
On screen, Light Hope appears to be confused too—or maybe that’s not why the hologram pauses several seconds before answering. “Forgive me, Mara. I initially failed to understand your implications, and the hypothesis I have produced—I cannot share it without violating my etiquette protocols.”
Mara’s eyes go wide with surprise, then her eyebrows go up in amusement. “Oh, absolutely override those etiquette protocols—authority Mara, cobalt-7–4-pulsar-lock. Let’s hear this hypothesis.” She wiggles happily on whatever furniture is supporting her.
“You are inviting me to observe as you sexually gratify yourself,” Light Hope says, not a trace of hesitation or embarrassment in her modulated voice. Glimmer, however, lets out a little squeak of surprise. “Yet I estimate a low probability that sexual pleasure is the primary driver of your invitation. Based on my understanding of Eternian social norms, this is an… intimate request. Your motivations likely have a significant emotional component.”
Mara bites her lip and stops fidgeting with her drawstring, holding the knot loosely between her fingers. “Wow, Hope,” she says, and her voice is a little less sure than before. “Hypothesis correct. All of them. This is me inviting you. Watch me, share this with me, if you want to. I want you to. And yeah, my motivations are…” She laughs a short, rueful laugh. “You got me: there’s a ‘significant emotional component’ indeed.”
The movement of Mara’s fingers against the knot at her waist becomes more deliberate as she anticipates the answer. The moment Light Hope says, “I accept your invitation, Mara. Please proceed,” Adora’s hand shoots out towards the controls and closes the video file.
She and Glimmer slowly turn to look at each other.
“I…”
“Yeah, wow, I didn’t…”
Adora looks down at the keyboard. “I know I’m supposed to send these to Entrapta, but I feel like… maybe we should leave this one out. Do you know how to do that?” Glimmer nods, and taps a few commands, and the icon for the video file scoots out of the grid and off the edge of the screen. Adora drags the remaining icons like Bow showed her, clicks the final thing, and after a few moments, a little banner appears proclaiming Message sent! Adora and Glimmer stare it at for a minute.
“I, uh,” Adora starts slowly, “I don’t really know what to say. I had no idea… I mean, I knew they both felt—but I gotta say, I didn’t see this coming.”
“I’m…” Glimmer just shakes her head. “I’m glad we stopped watching when we did.”
“Me too,” Adora says, glancing over. There’s a bright pink flush all over Glimmer’s face. “You okay over there?”
Glimmer mumbles something indistinct, like she does when she’s trying to say something through a bout of shyness.
There are only so many things it could be, Adora thinks. “Pardon?” she asks Glimmer sweetly. “I didn’t catch that.” This time it sounds like “thattazooperto.” Adora tsks. “Not actually language. Wanna try again?”
After a half-hearted growl, Glimmer mumbles again, but coherently this time, “That was super hot, though.”
It… really was, Adora realizes. As weird as she feels about intruding on the private moment—and as glad as she is that they hadn’t watched any more—she can’t deny that Mara was an extremely attractive woman, and her chemistry with Light Hope had radiated like heat from a fireplace. If Adora thinks about them for too long, it starts to turn bittersweet, then just bitter—but if she holds it lightly in her mind, those few minutes of footage on their own—she can’t deny they’d had an effect on her, too.
“I, um, yeah,” she says out loud, and Glimmer looks over at her quickly. “It was. And hey, I know we said—but like, if…” She sighs and closes her eyes for a moment. “I’m just gonna—if you ever want to watch me, um, you know… like Mara and Light Hope… if you want to do that, we definitely—I mean, I think I’d—just… we could do that,” she finishes, slowly opening her eyes to see Glimmer’s reaction. “You and me and Catra, or… just me and you. If you wanted.”
Glimmer’s cheeks are as pink as Adora’s ever seen them and her eyes have gone enormous, pupils too. It’s about as clear a sign of Glimmer’s interest as she could give. It gives Adora the courage to wink. “I suppose you and Catra could do it without me too, but I’d much, much rather be there.” Somehow Glimmer gets even pinker.
“Um,” she says, like if she doesn’t say something, anything, she’ll lose the opportunity, “I—” She casts her eyes down for a second, then looks back up, visibly reinforcing her own confidence from some inner reserve. “I would definitely want you there. And Catra’s going to be at target practice with Bow all afternoon, so… you know. We don’t have to wait.”
Oh. Oh. Adora was just putting the idea on the table—she’d expected Glimmer would probably accept the offer, but like, the next time they slept together. She hadn’t meant right now… but she doesn’t object to the idea, either.
“Do you want to get out of here, then?” Her eyes flick over Glimmer’s shoulder to the Tech Room door.
“Oh yeah,” Glimmer says, grabbing Adora’s hands, and she teleports them both to Glimmer’s bedroom.
She’s kissing Adora the second they materialize, backing her carefully but steadily towards the bed. Adora gladly lets it happen. Glimmer’s confession had given her permission to feel turned on by what they’d seen (and almost seen) too—and now she’s really feeling it. She gasps between nearly every kiss, and moans into Glimmer’s mouth, and Glimmer remembers a word from the romance novels she used to sneak from her mother’s bedside table—wanton.
The backs of Adora’s legs hit the edge of the bed and she grabs the front of Glimmer’s blouse and pulls them down to the mattress together. She scoots back on her butt, Glimmer crawling above her, until she has her back to the big pile of pillows at the head of the bed. Without any fanfare, she pulls her tank top over her head. Glimmer gives a little gasp of delight as Adora starts shimmying out of the leggings she’s wearing and sits back, just in front of her.
“Um…” Adora says, and she’s blushing fiercely but there’s a proud, confident smile on her face as she undresses, “are you going to… touch yourself too? Is this… are we watching each other?”
Glimmer bites her lower lip. “Yes, but—not right away. I kinda want to, um… watch you, for a little bit, and maybe… see how long I can hold off. But it definitely won’t be forever.”
Adora’s eyes darken, her blush somehow deepens even further, and she seems to forget her underwear is only halfway down her legs for a second. “Oh. Oh, that’s… fine. That’s very fine. With me.” She gives her head a little shake, blinks, and finishes removing her panties, and then she leans back against the pillows, fully nude.
How can Glimmer not stare. The real question is where to stare first: Adora’s got a bigger frame than someone as lithe as Catra, but she’s hardly bulky: she’s sculpted. Her abs, her thighs, her arms (gods, those arms)—and that’s just her muscles, never mind her absolutely jaw-dropping breasts. And Glimmer hadn’t realized you could even be a “shoulders person” until she met Adora, but now Glimmer knows she is definitely a shoulders person.
She thinks about how those shoulders have felt under her thighs and realizes she’s not going to be able to put her underwear back on after this. She squeezes her legs together tightly, feeling how wet she already is—how wet she’s been since she was watching Mara’s fingers idling at her waist a thousand years ago—relishing the delicious hunger down there, a feeling somewhere between an ache and an itch.
Glimmer has no idea what her face must look like, but Adora’s got a faint, dazed smile on hers, not to mention stars in her eyes. “Glimmer…” she says softly, apparently in response to Glimmer’s expression, “it’s just me.”
But Glimmer shakes her head. “There’s nothing just about you, Adora.” Adora’s hand, which had been drawing lazy circles on her own thigh, flies up to cover her mouth.
“Glimmer!” she says through her fingers, voice breaking a little. “You can watch me touch myself or you can watch me cry, but I’m not going to do both at once.”
“Sorry,” Glimmer giggles, “no more mushy stuff for now. I choose touching yourself, please.”
Now Adora laughs at how polite Glimmer sounds. She makes very deliberate eye contact and slowly licks her lips. “Good. Watch this.”

  
    chapter 3
…and then we can do anything we want

    The first thing Adora does is stretch her arms high above her head, hands interlocked, and arch her back away from the pillows. It… does things to her biceps that make Glimmer’s stomach flutter, and what it does to her breasts—Glimmer would never stare like this if Adora hadn’t explicitly invited her to. She wouldn’t stare at Bow like this without an invitation. She feels like a wolf sizing up an unprotected litter of lambs.
She thinks briefly of that night in space—which seems even longer ago than it really was—but the faint edge of wickedness to the way she’s shamelessly eye-fucking Adora now isn’t anything like the real guilt she’d felt when Adora and Catra hadn’t known she was listening.
Adora knows. She definitely knows. She slowly brings her arms down, running her hands over her shoulders and down until she’s holding her breasts in her hands, temporarily hiding them from Glimmer’s ravenous gaze.
“You don’t have to touch yourself until you’re ready,” she says, “but would you take your top off at least? So I can look at you, too?”
Glimmer’s still getting used to the idea that anyone at all, let alone her three favourite people in the world, would want to see her like that. Would want to look at her like that. It never kept her up at night or anything—she’d always had more important things to worry about—but it also never occurred to her that she could be an object of desire, either. But now… if she thinks about it too hard, she almost feels deliriously happy.
She wants to focus on what’s happening right now, though, so she pulls her top over her head and unfastens her bra, casting everything aside in just a few quick motions. Glimmer sits up on her knees and folds her hands behind her, pushing her shoulders back for a moment. Adora’s eyes almost bulge out of her head. Two can play at that game, Glimmer thinks, then settles back down primly on the bed, looking pointedly at Adora’s hands, where she’s still holding them over her breasts.
Adora drags her bottom lip through her teeth as slowly as she slides her hands down, grazing her nipples hard with her thumbs as they pass. Glimmer doesn’t think Adora’s shiver is for intentional effect, but it’s certainly affecting her.
Then Adora’s hands are tracing the outlines of those breathtaking stomach muscles, and then she’s drawing lines inward from her hips and running her fingers through the dense thatch of hair at her centre, quite a bit darker than the blonde on her head. Glimmer stares, imagining burying her nose in that patch of hair.
She’s going to soak through her skirt if she hasn’t already. Luckily it’s just an elastic waist—Adora jumps a little when Glimmer starts moving again, but she watches appreciatively as Glimmer removes it and repositions herself, now wearing nothing but light grey panties. The white lace edges were there when she put them on this morning; the dark grey wet spot was not. Glimmer makes sure her knees fall open so Adora can see it.
Adora sees it. Her eyes go wide and the tip of her tongue tries vainly to wet her lips, and Glimmer has another dizzy moment—Adora, beautiful brave Adora, is putty in her hands right now, utterly undone by the evidence of Glimmer’s lust for her.
But it turns out Adora’s not too undone. Her fingers, still aimlessly combing through her pubic hair, drift just a little lower. She breathes in sharply through her teeth as they make contact with her clit, and Glimmer sees her hips roll upward as Adora starts masturbating in earnest, eyes roving all over Glimmer’s body.
“Glimmer,” Adora says, her voice already noticeably ragged. “Are we—I mean, is this—is this leading up to sex? This is so fucking hot and I don’t mind waiting but I don’t know, I don’t know how long…” Another shaky, sibilant intake of breath as she slips one, then another finger inside herself. Glimmer’s mouth waters. She wishes those fingers were her tongue.
Glimmer nods, and scoots a little closer to Adora, resting her hands on Adora’s legs just below the knee. “I’ll do anything you want, Adora. Anything.”
Adora might have something in mind, because as soon as Glimmer says that, it’s like her fingers shift gears, and her other hand comes up to grab roughly at one of her nipples. The pulsing ache between Glimmer’s legs is almost excruciating, but letting the tension there escalate without doing anything to lessen it turns out to be an almost intoxicating decision. She can feel her self-control crumbling fast, but she knows the longer she holds out, the better it will finally feel.
All the while, Adora’s breathing—and her fingers—are getting faster and faster, and soon she throws her head back hard against the pillows. She whimpers Glimmer’s name in separate, staccato syllables, and the rush of new wetness in Glimmer’s panties marks the end of her self-control. She starts wriggling them over her hips and down her legs without taking her eyes off Adora.
She’s lining up her shot towards the hamper when Adora, voice still wobbly from her orgasm, stops her. “Wait,” she says. “We’re—I feel like we’re already so—I just mean… um. Can you pass me those? Is that okay? Is that weird?”
Glimmer looks at the basically saturated undergarment in her hand. Then she holds it out to Adora. “I want to see where this goes,” is all she says.
Adora unfolds them and runs a thoughtful finger over the outside of the crotch of Glimmer’s panties. It’s not just damp—it’s nearly as sticky as the inside, and a strand of moisture stretches out from Adora’s finger as she slowly pulls it away. She looks at Glimmer to make sure she’s watching—Glimmer is definitely watching—and slowly licks the tip of that finger clean as she hands Glimmer’s panties back. Glimmer’s hands are shaking almost too hard to accept them, and she just kind of tosses them over the edge of the bed onto the floor. She’ll put them in the hamper later.
She’s as naked as Adora now, though she still hasn’t touched herself (and the exquisite ache is almost unbearable), but it’s Adora’s turn to stare at her. Glimmer kneels between Adora’s still-spread thighs, her own legs parted a little, and offers herself up to Adora’s hungry eyes.
Adora looks her up and down, from her sweaty hair to where her knees are touching the inside of Adora’s legs, and looks like she’s having a hard time speaking. “Glimmer, are… can… you watched me, can I—can I touch you now?”
Glimmer had been planning to get herself off at least once for Adora’s benefit, but if Adora would rather take care of that herself, Glimmer’s not going to argue. She smiles, and nods enthusiastically, and instead of waiting, she reaches out and takes Adora’s hand and guides it between her legs.
Adora really has no reason to look so surprised. She’s already felt how wet Glimmer got her panties. But as Adora’s fingers finally—finally, fucking finally—reach their destination and find Glimmer utterly dripping, she takes a shaky little breath of discovery. “Glimmer,” she breaths, practically a whisper, “I have never felt you this wet.”
Glimmer shrugs. She’s not sure she can speak above a whisper right now either. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this wet.”
That makes Adora chuckle, and she leans in to start kissing the side of Glimmer’s neck as her fingers continue to explore. “I love it. I love that you’re this hot for me. From watching me.” Glimmer shudders with pleasure as Adora rubs expert little circles around her throbbing clit. “I loved watching you watch me. Your eyes were so big.” Adora’s words are teasing, but her voice is full of genuine wonder.
She nibbles gently at Glimmer’s earlobe as she slips a finger into her. Glimmer moans, and captures Adora’s mouth in a kiss, grinding herself down on Adora’s hand. “More,” she says between kisses, “two fingers,” another kiss, another moan, “please.” Adora gladly complies.
Glimmer’s expecting Adora to fuck her to orgasm right here, which should only take another minute or so, but—while Adora’s hand doesn’t stop doing what it’s doing to Glimmer—Adora’s using her other hand to gently push Glimmer back and lay her down flat on the bed. As long as Adora keeps doing what she’s doing, Glimmer thinks, she can put me anywhere she wants.
And Adora most certainly does. She keeps fucking Glimmer steadily with two fingers as she presses a slow line of kisses from Glimmer’s mouth, down her neck, her chest, her stomach… and the fingers don’t stop even as Adora’s tongue starts swirling around her clit. Glimmer grabs the back of Adora’s head and hangs on for dear life as Adora slowly makes her come apart.
They’ve barely caught their breath when they hear Catra’s voice from the hallway. “Glimmer? Adora? You guys in here?” Adora and Glimmer trade glances: Adora’s says Why not? and Glimmer’s says Hell yes.
“In he-ere!” Glimmer calls in a singsong. “Don’t open the door too wide when you come in.” She knows Catra knows what that means, and the look on Catra’s face when she slips through the door, even before she sees her girlfriends sprawled nude on the bed, says it all.
Catra’s wearing one of Adora’s old shirts that she cut into a crop top for herself—to Adora’s mild dismay and Bow’s vocal approval—an almost indecently tiny pair of shorts, and a stunned look on her face. Adora waves cheerfully from where her cheek is still resting on Glimmer’s thigh.
“How was target practice?” she asks, as though Catra had walked in on her and Glimmer playing a game of cards. Catra’s mouth moves, but no sounds come out. Glimmer sighs a long, satisfied sigh that turns into a lascivious moan by the end, and she tilts her hips towards Adora’s nearby mouth.
“Tell you what,” Glimmer says to Catra in the same conversational tone. “Adora’s gonna do that to me again—aren’t you, Adora?” she asks sweetly, running a hand through Adora’s sweaty blonde tangles, “and if you want to stand there and watch us, that’s more than fine, but—ohhhh fuck,” she interrupts herself as Adora starts Round 2, “you could also come and sit on my face. Totally up to—gods, Adora, right there, fuck! T-totally up to you, Catra,” she finishes, sounding much less casual than when she started.
Catra’s already out of her clothes. She crosses the room, climbs into bed, and carefully arranges herself above Glimmer without a single word. Glimmer brings her hands up around Catra’s thighs, feeling the taut muscles there under the fur, and smiles up at her.
“You okay?” she asks when Catra’s still silent, and Catra nods immediately.
“Just, um…” And then Catra smiles down at her, half-impish and half-smitten. “Just feeling really lucky today.”

  
    life don’t get stranger than this

    “Mermista hates me!” Catra insists, pirouetting to avoid Adora’s sixth or seventh attempt to catch her. Adora’s got a shirt or something in her hands and Catra’s generally not in the business of letting Adora put clothes on her.
“She—does—not!” Adora tries the same obvious feint she’s been using since they were literally children, and this isn’t one of the times Catra’s going to let her get away with it. “Mermista invited you! Catra, by the 12 fucking moons will you stand still for a minute—”
“Yeah, exactly!” Catra bounds across the bed in a single leap, forcing Adora to run around the long way. “A party on a boat, Adora. A boat on water. Case closed, she hates me, go without me, you’ll have Sparkles and Arrows to keep you company and I’m gonna watch RuneFlix with Melog in your underwear. Have a nice night.”
“Ca-tra-aaa!” Catra skids to a stop on their bedroom carpet. Speaking of dirty tricks Adora’s been using forever, that plaintive I’m trying to have fun with you and this is starting to hurt my feelings in her voice is a direct line to Catra’s heart, a line that Adora just yanked.
Catra wheels around to intercept her girlfriend before Adora can drape or attach or ensnare her in anything. “Okay, wait. Wait, wait, wait. Please. Fine. I’ll—we can talk about the party, okay? My ‘no’ is now a ‘let’s talk about it.’ Just please don’t say my name like that again, it makes my teeth itch.”
Adora lets out a smug little huff and comes up to kiss Catra on the lips, hard enough that Catra rocks back on her heels a little.
“It’s Sea Hawk’s birthday, of course it’s on a boat. And Glimmer and Bow are going to be there. And I’m going to be there. And I want you to be there, and they do too. And Mermista—I’m gonna say it again—mentioned you personally in the invitation. We—I mean, everyone knows… she could have just not done that. And she didn’t. Not do that. I mean she did it, she invited you, so… come on, Catra… please?” Adora’s eyes are the colour of a stormy sky and for a second Catra’s not entirely sure gravity’s still a thing in her life.
“What, uh…” She swallows and tries to untie her tongue. “What’s in it for me, hmm?” It comes out more petulant than flirtatious, so she wiggles her eyebrows for good measure. Adora rolls her eyes, but in the good way.
“What, besides a fun night out with your girlfriends and your friends? Besides the open bar? Besides the, like, 50/50 chance that it’s going to end with the boat on fire? Come on Catra, you love fire.”
“I do love fire,” Catra sighs reluctantly.
Adora kisses her again, on the cheek this time. “I know you do.”
Catra refuses to give up her last bit of ground. “So what’s with the shirt,” she scowls.
Adora blushes so hard at the question that Catra looks down to make sure it’s actually a shirt, and not—honestly, she has no idea what would make Adora react like that. But it’s just a collared shirt, with short sleeves and a button front, in a criss-crossing pattern of red over black. The fabric looks soft. It’s not not her taste, though having it imposed on her still rankles… but there’s something more to it, apparently.
“I, uh, I mean,” Adora begins. “I thought… this shirt… would look nice on you, tonight.” She’s speaking slowly and deliberately, like she rehearsed this part. Why would she practice offering Catra a shirt? She could have just said she’d bought it for herself; that would have basically guaranteed Catra would steal it sooner or later. Adora holds the shirt up in front of herself, like she wants to help Catra put it on, but she doesn’t move to actually do it. “P-please? Can I?” Her eyes are actually shiny. What the hell is up with this shirt, Catra thinks, but this is obviously important to Adora, and she’s not cruel like she used to be.
So she sighs and holds out her arm, letting Adora push it through the sleeve, then she hikes the shirt over her own shoulder, gets her other arm through, and looks at herself in the mirror. She has to admit, it works over the black tank top she was already wearing. She’ll probably need pants to complete the outfit, though.
She knows she looks good, so she turns back to Adora. “How do I…” But she trails off when she sees the way Adora’s looking at her now—madly in love, and scared half to death.
Adora’s still reaching out, even though Catra took the shirt from her. There’s—she’s holding something else, Catra sees as she steps a little closer, something small that gleams in the light.
“Do you know what this is?” Adora asks. Her voice is unexpectedly tiny and terrified.
It’s the little golden wing pin Adora likes to wear. It’s probably her most-worn accessory that’s not a ponytail tie, Catra’s thought before. She shrugs and nods.
“It’s… I got it… after I came to Bright Moon,” Adora says. “It was… the first thing, the first special thing, that was mine, after…” After you left me, Catra thinks. The thought isn’t bitter and acidic like it used to be—it’s just what happened, something they’re beyond now.
But what Adora actually says is, “after I escaped the Horde,” and that’s… huh, Catra thinks. “Escaped.” She’s never used that word for what Adora did, but thinking about it now—if that’s how Adora’s been thinking about it all along…
Adora looks down at the pin in her hands, then back up to Catra. Her lower lip is trembling. Something starts to tickle the back of Catra’s recollection. Something to do with Netossa, of all people.
“I waited for you,” Adora says, and her voice cracks on nearly every word. Catra doesn’t know where this is going, so she just waits quietly, and takes deep breaths of her own, and lets Adora pull herself together.
“I waited for you,” Adora says again, softer but much more evenly, “for so long, Catra. And now you’re here.
”And I think… this pin would look good on that shirt. On you. If you want… if you want to wear it. And keep it—k-keep wearing it."
If Catra wants to wear Adora’s… pin? Why is Adora this emotional about her pin? And why does Catra keep thinking about… about Netossa…
…and her bright pink necklace, right at the top of her blue and chrome armour. The same bright pink as Spinnerella’s outfit—except, of course, for the blue and chrome collar she always wears. Micah putting his earrings back in after helping Catra in the garden, the matching pair always dangling from Angella’s ears.
“Adora…” she says. It’s as loud as she can say it, and it’s barely a whisper. Adora’s standing two feet away from her and she might not even have heard, but she definitely saw Catra’s lips move, and she blinks rapidly, smiling so, so wide.
“Will you? W-wear it?” she asks.
Catra wants to say yes. Failing that, she wants to nod, or set off fireworks, or do something so Adora knows that this is what Catra wants, too, but…
“I don’t—” Catra looks around helplessly. “I don’t have anything for you, though, isn’t the—isn’t this whole thing like, you give each other…”
Catra’s seen this expression before. You love me? Adora had asked her, like an idiot. But she’s pretty sure Adora’s not the idiot this time. Her girlfriend’s eyes are enormous, her mouth is open a little, and she’s shaking her head back and forth slowly like she’s in a dream. “Catra…” she says, almost as softly as Catra had spoken before, “you already… you gave me…”
And then she steps back, lowers her head, and brings a glowing hand up to the bridge of her nose. When she looks up at Catra, she’s wearing the shimmering spectral image of She-Ra for a moment—the True She-Ra, not the pale imitation that had been manipulated by the First Ones. The one with the golden crown framing her… framing her face…
How had Catra not recognized that before?
All she can think of to say as the magic dissipates is, “That… doesn’t count. No, no, that doesn’t count. I’ll—I’m gonna—I’m going to give you something for real, okay, something I can give you, like with my hands, for you to wear too, okay? Even when you’re not She-Ra.”
Adora still has that awestruck look in her eyes. “Catra, that’s abso—w-wait. Wait. So you’re—you’ll, you’ll wear…” She looks down at the pin again and Catra sees a tear fall onto it.
“Of course I will, dummy. I can’t believe you thought you had to ask. I’ll even wear the stupid shirt—” And then it’s not just a dizzy feeling: her feet are literally off the ground as Adora sweeps her into the air and spins her around a couple of times. When they finally come to rest, they look into each other’s eyes for a moment, then Catra tilts her head downward.
“You gonna put that thing on me, or what?”
Adora does, right over Catra’s heart, and then she kisses her, and then Adora dips her and kisses her some more. Maybe, Catra thinks, she’s just going to feel a little bit dizzy for the rest of her life. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. Adora even twirls her after she pulls them both up, like they’re actually dancing.
Then a thought seems to occur to Adora, and she stops. “Hold on. Did—did you say you were going to watch RuneFlix in my underwear?”
“Did I huh? What? What’s a RuneFlix?”
“Are you wearing my underwear?! Catra!”
“What! We’re—I’m wearing your pin! I can’t wear your underwear?”
“That is different and you know that is different and oh my gods, Catra, you have your own underwear. You have so many of your own clothes now. You don’t have to keep stealing mine.”
Catra shrugs. “Yeah. But I like yours.”
“Adora! Did you talk her into Sea Hawk’s birthday yet?” Catra snaps her head around to see Glimmer’s head, then the rest of Glimmer, then all of Bow come into the room, and she realizes that she and Adora just had that entire conversation with their door ajar.
But she can’t think about that when Adora’s lighting up the whole room with her smile. “I did, but… I had to pull out the big guns.” Glimmer and Bow look confused, so Catra rotates herself and leans towards them so the pin is blatantly obvious.
Glimmer clamps down on a little scream, and seems to channel that energy into a burst of sparkling magic from her ecstatically waving hands, like indoor fireworks. Bow collapses across her shoulders, streaming joyful tears. “You guyy-yys!” is all he can say, and he pulls all three of them into a massive hug.
“Okay, okay, okay,” says Catra, bonking her head gently against his, “calm down, we’re only halfway there, I still have to give her a thing.”
Glimmer and Bow draw back a little and both cock their heads, looking identically puzzled. Catra will never tell them how cute it is when they do that. “Didn’t you…?” sniffles Bow, and Glimmer draws the vague outline of She-Ra’s crown on her own face.
“That doesn’t count!” Catra sputters. “I—I’m not—I should also get to—She-Ra is not my girlfriend, okay, Adora is.” Pouting is beneath her, so no matter what Catra may look like right now, she’s not pouting.
“That’s even cuter!” Bow squeaks, rocking all four of them back and forth.
“I love you,” says Glimmer. “Both of you. Both of us—we love you.” She punches Adora lightly in the arm. “Nice work.” Adora blushes.
Bow lets them go, runs his hands down his face and takes a deep breath. “Okay, so. Super happy for you guys, but I notice that Catra’s not wearing any pants, so we’re gonna let you finish getting ready for the party and we’ll swing by to grab you in like half an hour, okay?”
Glimmer looks down at Catra’s bare legs and giggles. “Wait, did you—Adora, did you give her—Catra, were you just not wearing pants for that conversation?”
Catra shrugs, but Adora holds her palms up. “Don’t even get me started on Catra’s wardrobe choices right now. Half an hour! Party! Let’s go!”

  
    use our eyes, throw our hands overboard

    If the Best Friends Squad is going anywhere together, they’re usually pretty punctual—which is thanks to Bow and Adora. Glimmer and Catra, left to their own devices, would push the definition of “fashionably late” to the limit.
So they arrive at Sea Hawk’s birthday party, on a boat docked in a private marina, at the same time as a handful of other guests: some strangers who must be other friends of Mermista and/or Sea Hawk, but also Scorpia and Perfuma, who wave excitedly when they see them. It takes a minute for everyone to say hi and exchange hugs, and then Perfuma notices Catra wearing Adora’s pin, and there’s a couple more minutes of hugging.
Eventually all six of them head up the gangplank together, and Perfuma ends up walking next to Catra. “I think it’s so great that you’re here,” she says, nudging Catra in the bicep with her elbow. “I know you’re not the most excited to be around Mermista.”
Catra sighs. “It’s not that. I just don’t think she’s excited to be around me.”
Perfuma puts an arm around Catra’s shoulders and gives her a quick, tight squeeze. “You’re doing so great,” she says.
They’ve definitely arrived before any fires have had the chance to start. Tall tables are set up around the main deck with an area cleared—presumably the dance floor—in the middle, and Catra can see more tables and seating on both the ship’s upper decks. Catra doesn’t see Mermista, but Sea Hawk spots them and comes right over.
“Thank you all for coming!” he says. “Welcome to my birthday adventure!”
“You’re not allowed to call it that!” Mermista’s voice sounds alarmingly close, but Catra still can’t see her—then she realizes it’s coming from right underneath them. She looks down through the wooden grill they’re standing on and sees Mermista looking up at all of them from the deck below, hands on her hips. “Your ‘adventures’ end in arson. This is a birthday party, remember?”
“Well… yes,” says Sea Hawk. “Fair enough. Welcome to my birthday party, everyone!” He bows deeply, gracefully, and dramatically—as usual. “It’s wonderful to see you all. I’m off to mingle!” He sure is, Catra thinks as she watches him go.
“I’m gonna arm-wrestle your whole arm off later!” Adora shouts after him.
“We’ll see about that!” he calls back to her, once he’s reached a safe distance.

    

    Glimmer had been dancing with Bow, and Adora with Catra, and Sea Hawk with Mermista—and then everyone decided they wanted to cut in with each other, and suddenly Bow and Sea Hawk are dancing together, Catra and Glimmer are dancing together…
…and Adora and Mermista are standing next to each other awkwardly.
“You don’t wanna…?” Adora asks, like she’s checking it off a list.
“Let’s get a drink,” Mermista says, and Adora follows her gratefully to the bar.
They set themselves up at the edge of the dance floor watching the fun. “To all our favourite idiots,” Mermista toasts, and Adora clinks her glass decisively.
“Hey, uh, thanks for inviting Catra tonight,” Adora says. “I know she’s not your favourite person, but… it means a lot to me.” She looks at her girlfriends, dancing almost nose-to-nose, whispering like cadets in the back of the briefing hall, and smiles to herself. “It means a lot to us. To all of us.”
Mermista grunts quietly, and shrugs, and sips her drink. “It’s fine. Like seriously, don’t worry about it. I’m not—okay, sure, you’re right, she’s not my favourite right now. But I don’t want to be an asshole, either. It’s fine, it’s chill.” Adora thinks it sounds dubiously fine and tentatively chill at best, but she recognizes the effort Mermista’s making, and she leaves it be. “And I don’t think I said to you yet,” Mermista adds, “congrats. On, you know—” she points her glass at the dance floor, “—all that.”
Adora laughs. “Thanks, Mermista. I’m… I’m pretty happy about ‘all that.’”
“I can tell.” Mermista looks right at her, and usually only She-Ra gets appraised like this. “Since… everything, I guess, you’re—it’s different. It’s good. I can tell this is working for you.”
They settle into the camaraderie of watching their favourite idiots for a while.

    

    “I was just lighting a candle!” Sea Hawk has his arms crossed stubbornly, but Mermista’s still making great time pushing him up the stairs, not even dignifying his defences with an answer. She sees Bow sitting on one of the benches, tapping away at his tracker pad, and steers Sea Hawk—still protesting his incendiary innocence—in that direction. Bow seems to finish whatever he’s doing just as they arrive, which is good, because Mermista shoves Sea Hawk right into his lap.
“Don’t get too comfortable, lovebirds,” she says bluntly, dropping down heavily next to Bow on the bench seat and hauling Sea Hawk into her own lap. “I apologize to your legs on behalf of his bony ass, though.”
Bow laughs, with enough relief in it that Mermista was probably right about his legs. He shifts a bit so he can stretch them out and takes a sip of his drink—from a distance Mermista had thought he’d ordered a fruity cocktail in a pint glass, but now that she’s close enough to see the bubbles she realizes it’s pink beer. It looks kind of good, actually.
“Party that boring?” she asks, nodding to his tracker pad.
“What? Oh! No, I just got a call from my dads.”
“Everything okay?”
Bow sighs. “Oh yeah. Everything’s extremely okay. They just want us all to ‘come over for dinner,’ which means they’ll stick Adora in the library translating some ancient scroll, me in the study fixing all their broken tech, and Glimmer and Catra in the living room with my baby pictures.” But then he grins. “There are worse problems to have.”
“Hmmm,” says Sea Hawk, a theatrically thoughtful expression on his face, “I’d drink to that fine point you just made, Bow, but I left my drink behind next to a candle I was trying to light. Imagine that.”
“Imagine that,” Mermista says, her voice as dry as sandpaper. There’s such an edge to it that Bow winces, but Sea Hawk just smiles a smitten little smile, kisses her forehead, then stands up and heads for the bar.
Bow raises his eyebrows. “How… like, are you guys…?”
Mermista just looks at him, expression aggressively blank. “No idea what you’re talking about,” she says, voice as pointedly neutral as her face. Bow can tell she’s messing with him, but Sea Hawk’s back already, a drink in each hand. He hands Mermista hers and sits back down. “Thanks, babe,” she says, and kisses him on the cheek. Bow just blinks.
“Listen,” Mermista says, “we’re all friends here, right?” Bow and Sea Hawk both nod vigorously. “Okay, so…” she says, turning to face Bow, “we have, like, a million questions for you.”
“I told her she could have just asked Glimmer the last time we went out,” Sea Hawk says, and Mermista casually brings a hand up to cover his mouth while she continues.
“I actually talked to Glimmer a bunch during your bromantic comedy sequence, but it was more… you know. Heavy stuff.”
Bow knows. “Catra,” he says simply, and Mermista nods.
“But this is not that kind of party,” she goes on. “We just want to know, like… I have a hard enough time dealing with this one,” she says, giving him a little shake, hand still clamped over his mouth, “and Glimmer’s dating three people? Literally, how?”
She has to let go of Sea Hawk’s face to reach for her own beverage after that, so of course he takes the opportunity to chime in. “Not to mention,” he says, with much less goofy pomposity than usual, “how does that work for you? There’s only so many hours in Glimmer’s day.”
Bow laughs and rubs the back of his neck, not quite making eye contact with either one of them.
“Hey,” Mermista says, and she gives him a plausibly-deniable kick of reassurance under the table, “we’re asking ’cause we’re your friends. And, like, dying of curiosity, but—I guess I know Glimmer’s happy, but I don’t know about you. How’s this been treating you?”
Bow’s still bashfully avoiding their gaze, but then he sighs, squares his shoulders, and drinks the last big gulp of his pink beer. He takes a deep breath and grins back at them as he sets down the empty glass. “If Sea Hawk gets me another one of these, I’ll tell you.”
Nobody gets served faster than the birthday boy at an open bar—once again, Sea Hawk is back right away. “Now spill—not you, dumbass; Bow,” Mermista says as Bow accepts his fresh fuchsia lager or whatever, narrowing her eyes but failing to completely hide her smile.
“I mean, I don’t know how to explain everything,” Bow starts. “And I’m still unpacking some of it myself. But obviously, I love Glimmer. I’ve loved Glimmer since… forever. She’s my best friend. She knows all my secrets, she watches my back… and I don’t know, I feel like she helps me be the person I want to be. You know? The best version of Bow. I’d be a different me without her, and I like this me better.”
Sea Hawk looks like he’s about to cry. Mermista swallows hard, looks away for a second, and takes a long sip of her drink.
“And I want to help her be the Glimmer she wants to be too. I want her to be happy. And Catra and Adora make her so happy. These past few weeks, even before we rescued Queen Angella, she’s just been walking on air. How could I not be thrilled to see that?” He looks down into his lap for a moment and smiles, so he doesn’t see which of them moves first, but when he looks back up, Mermista and Sea Hawk are sitting much closer together.
“Adora…” Bow continues. “She’s like the sister I never had. I love Adora. And Catra, well—Catra grows on you,” he laughs, “and I love her too. I want them all to find as much happiness as they can, and—that’s what they’re doing.” He shrugs like it’s as self-evident as the sunset. “And they all want the same for me. It’s awesome.”
“Okay, that’s—gods, that’s almost too fucking sweet, Bow, how are you even for real.” Mermista gives him a playful shove in the shoulder, and Bow laughs again. “But like… and I’m not asking for details, just… who sleeps where? How does that stay, like, fair.”
Bow furrows his brow for a second. “We have breakfast every morning, the four of us, so we always have a chance to figure that stuff out together. I’m not gonna lie, it definitely helps that we all have rooms in the same wing of the palace. And I don’t know, we just… talk it out? I think if there’s a ‘trick,’ that’s probably it: just talking a lot.” He sips his beer. “I think I get what you’re asking, though. What if Glimmer’s with them and I feel lonely.” After a beat, Mermista nods.
“Then I guess I’d say, I don’t know, ‘Hey, Glimmer, I missed you last night, let’s make a plan to spend time together soon.’ Or something like that, anyway. I never really thought about how it works before, we just… yeah, we just talk. We’re honest and we love each other, and… we’re in this together.” He shrugs, back to being a little bashful, cheeks dimpling. “We’re the Best Friends Squad.”
“More like Best Friends with Benefits Squad,” Mermista mutters, but she’s smiling when she says it. “That sounds emotionally fulfilling and logistically horrifying, thank you for the explanation.” She clinks Bow’s glass, drains hers, then rests her head on Sea Hawk’s shoulder. “I have a hard enough time with this one,” she says again, only this time she says it with a happy sigh and a little nuzzle.
Yeah… pretty sure ours isn’t the most confusing relationship here, Bow thinks.

    

    “I think Catra should get the next round,” Perfuma says, not even bothering to hide her conspiratorial smile.
Catra’s onto her. She’s onto all of them. “It’s an open bar,” she grits through her teeth, not for the first time. “You just go up and ask for a drink. Nobody’s buying rounds.”
“Well, sure,” says Scorpia, with an extremely un-subtle wink to Perfuma, “but you can go ask for drinks for all of us. It’s efficient!”
There’s a general murmur of agreement from the table, everyone suddenly a big fan of efficiency. Catra turns to Adora, hoping for at least one ally, but Adora’s cocked eyebrow tells Catra everything she needs to know: she’s surrounded.
“Come on, Catra,” Adora says, and for some reason the way she emphasizes her c’s is infuriatingly sexy. “You know what we’re all drinking. Just go, you know… ask.”
It’s not just Sea Hawk getting great service tonight. The bartender on this boat is terrific, and polite, and fast, and hot. Catra’s still kind of learning how to untangle feelings of attraction from—well, all the unhealthy things that got tied into her attraction to Adora over the years. It’s different with Adora now, of course, and another different thing altogether with Glimmer, but this, this is still new for Catra: to just appreciate a beautiful woman, just in passing, without slipping into a self-destructive vortex of shame.
And by the moons, does she appreciate this bartender. She’s not old, but she’s definitely older than Catra and her friends—the shaved head makes it hard to guess her age exactly, but it reveals the intensely colourful floral tattoos that start on her scalp, trail down behind her ear, and disappear under the collar of her shirt. Her skin is so dark the bright ink almost seems to hover over it. When Catra first went up to the bar tonight, she’d let herself wonder, just for a moment, how far down those tattoos went, and had tried to let the little reflexive twinge of tension in her stomach go away on its own. It had.
But apparently focusing on her personal growth and healing or whatever meant that she wasn’t focusing on controlling her facial expressions, and now everybody knows.
“It’s very important,” Bow adds from where he and Glimmer are cuddling in the corner of the booth, “to ask for things that you want.”
“Mmm, yes,” Perfuma lilts, “aren’t I always telling you that, Catra?”
“That sure sounds like you,” Scorpia agrees, and Adora and Glimmer both “mm-hmm” their endorsements.
Catra’s got a hand covering her face now. It occurs to her that if she does go get a round for the table, that’ll be at least a couple of minutes she can avoid looking this gaggle of traitors in the eye. And she can practice some more—practice getting comfortable with feeling attraction. It’s for the sake of personal growth and healing, really.
“Fine,” she says, hand still in place. “One word when I come back and I’m pouring the drinks on each of you individually.”
They’ve been doing this to Catra all night, teasing her about the hot bartender, and in the tiniest, most secret vault at the deepest centre of her heart, she loves it. She knows what they’re doing. They’re trying to make her feel loved; they’re trying to make her feel known. It’s going in her gratitude journal tonight, but she doesn’t know how she’d ever tell any of them directly.
Which might be okay. Sincerity could ruin the fun. It still makes her feel warm to think about—warmer than the alcohol, warmer than the perfectly-temperate ocean breeze over the side of the ship.
And compared to the icy look Mermista is giving her, practically boiling over.
There’s a line at the bar this time—Catra’s new crush is fast, but she’s also working solo—and that wouldn’t be a problem at all… but Catra can’t stand here and surreptitiously watch her arms as she pulls pints if Mermista’s going to be glaring at her like that from just a few feet away. The ocean princess may have invited her, but she doesn’t seem thrilled that Catra accepted.
So Mermista still needs time. That’s still okay. Catra tries to take a deep breath without looking like she’s taking a deep breath. She absolutely does not want to start a confrontation.
Mermista just keeps staring at her.
Catra rubs the back of her neck. “Sh-should I go? Should I leave?”
“Did I ask you to leave?” Mermista’s voice is…n’t hostile, Catra’s pretty sure, but the way her arms are folded across her chest isn’t exactly welcoming.
“Uh… no, but—look, I know you’re still—I get it, I don’t want you to feel like I’m—take as much time as you need, okay? Sorry if it feels like I’m getting in your face by being here. If it makes you feel better, I wanted to let you keep avoiding me—Adora basically dragged me here tonight.”
Mermista… she definitely reacts to that, and her eyes flick to the pin on Catra’s shirt for a moment, but Catra can’t parse her reaction in the slightest. It’s deeply fucking unnerving.
“You talked to Glimmer,” Mermista says, possibly at random.
“I, uh… yeah, I’m… her girlfriend? We talk?”
That makes Mermista’s eyes narrow fractionally, which means nothing to Catra at all. Then, just as abruptly as she’s been speaking, Mermista turns to the bartender, and it’s like meeting her twin sister: her posture relaxes, her smile is open and genuine, she even flips her hair—and then she just winks at the bartender and a gin and tonic materializes in front of her as fast as if Glimmer had been serving it.
And then the unspeakably gorgeous woman behind the bar ducks her head, and the way she smiles back at Mermista is nothing like the polite, professional smiles that have been flustering Catra all night. Catra almost can’t breathe, and she’s only getting it secondhand.
It must be as obvious to Mermista as it was to Catra’s friends back at the table, because when she turns around with her drink—impenetrable façade back in place—she stops for a second and cocks her head ever so slightly. Then apparently it’s time for another non sequitur: “Is this supposed to change my mind?”
“Is… what supposed to…?” This feels like a test, and Catra has no idea if she’s passing or failing right now. “I wasn’t trying to change your mind about anything. Honestly, I was hoping you wouldn’t notice I was here.”
Mermista takes a long sip of her drink, maintaining eye contact. The lime wedge that bumps into her nose lessens the intimidating effect, but not by much. Then she straightens up and sets her jaw.
“Look, Glimmer’s my friend, so—”
“So what, if I break her heart you’re gonna beat me up?”
Mermista snorts. “Like I’d wanna stand in line for that long.”
That was… actually funny, Catra thinks, funny enough to diffuse some of the tension in the air. Catra even laughs, despite herself.
“Glimmer’s my friend and I want her to be happy,” Mermista says. “Adora’s my friend—same deal. Bow too. And just because I don’t get it doesn’t mean it isn’t working for them, and if they’re happy with you—and they are disgustingly happy with you, by the way—then I’m happy for them automatically.”
Catra hears the but incoming at supersonic speed.
“But I don’t get it. I want to look at you and just… see my friends’ girlfriend. Just this… kinda bitchy, kinda funny, kinda hot girl they’re dating. I know the other princesses have like, forgiven you and pretty much moved on. And I…” She sighs. “I can’t. I don’t know how.”
It’s weird. Out of all the reactions to Catra from the various members of the Princess Alliance, Mermista’s makes the most sense to her. Catra was lucky enough to meet a bunch of people in a row who all had some personal philosophy of friendship or forgiveness that prompted them to meet her halfway—but she’d always known that was never going to be universal.
Not every morning, maybe not even a lot of mornings, but still—some mornings, Catra just “happens” to brush her teeth without ever looking in the mirror. She’s working on it with Perfuma’s help, and she’s talked about it with her friends, but how can she blame Mermista for not forgiving her? She still hasn’t forgiven herself.
I want to, Mermista had said. I don’t know how.
Catra tries to keep her shoulders low, and stares at a streak of water on the bar next to Mermista’s elbow. “I understand,” she says in a low voice. “I completely, totally do. The other princesses, that all went pretty fast. Maybe you’re just… normal speed. But if—and I swear to the gods I mean if—you want to try, I don’t know, talking about it some time… we could do that. I’d be willing to do that.”
Mermista thinks about it for several moments. “I thought about punching you,” she says with a faint smirk, “but Frosta took that one.”
“I, uh… I don’t think…” Catra shrugs, the thought running away with her a little. “I mean, you could still—not that I want you to, but—it’s not like Frosta’s—”
“Nah, I’d never hear the end of it. ‘Mermista! Punching is my thing! Get your own thing!’” She barely makes an attempt at a Frosta voice.
“Punching is kind of her thing,” Catra feels almost compelled to point out. Mermista shrugs—in dismissal or agreement, Catra still can’t tell.
Neither of them says anything for a while, and the silence stretches out. Catra thinks she should probably get that round of drinks and get back to her friends. Then, out of nowhere—and in essentially the same tone of voice as before—Mermista says, “So I hear your space suit has ears.”

    

    Later, Catra’s leaning on the rail of the boat, watching the last rays of the sun sink into the ocean. The colours are so much different than the wild, pollution-filtered palette she and Adora had grown up with. Right there, Catra makes the dumbest wish of her life: Everything exactly the same, but with the old fucked-up sunsets from the Fright Zone. It doesn’t come true. That’s okay, she thinks. This is nice too.
“There you are,” says Adora from behind her.
“What do you mean, here I am,” says Catra. “This boat is not that big. How long could you possibly have been looking for me?” When she turns around to look at Adora, Adora’s got a big dopey smile on her face, and she’s a lot closer than Catra expected. Catra feels her heart skip a beat as Adora’s strong arms slip around her waist.
“Hey, Catra,” Adora purrs, and Catra’s knees are fine, they’re fine, they’re going to hold. Adora’s very close, and her breath smells boozy.
“Oh my gods,” Catra laughs, and it’s only a little shaky. “Have you been drinking? Are you drunk?”
“Hmmm. I don’t think I’m drunk-drunk. But I definitely did shots with Scorpia.”
“You went shot for shot with Scorpia? You seem surprisingly… upright for that.”
Adora giggles. “No, silly. I had one shot. I’m just a li’l tipsy, I’m fine.” She steps even closer and suddenly her leg is—well, it’s right between Catra’s. She whispers in Catra’s ear, “And if you don’t want me upright, all you gotta do is ask.” Catra whimpers, and she’s more than a little out of breath when Adora steps back. Her knees aren’t going to give out, though. Probably.
“That’s for grabbing my ass at Queen Angella’s party,” Adora says, flushed under a wicked grin. Then her grin gets a little wickeder. “And uh, there’s something I want to show you.”
“Sh-show me?” Catra asks, swallowing hard.
“Mm-hmm,” Adora says, and she’s nodding very seriously but her lips are pursed in a devilish little moue. “It’s actually just off the ship here, down the gangplank.”
Catra looks over Adora’s shoulder. “You mean, uh, down there in the marina? Where no one can… see anything from here?”
“Yeah,” Adora says. “I want to show you something really cool where no one else can see us,” and she giggles again.
It’s a tempting offer, whatever it actually entails. But while Catra doubts she’d have any regrets herself, she’s not sure how Adora will feel tomorrow about… whatever she’s proposing they do here tonight, in semi-public at best. It might be a little less exciting and a little more embarrassing in the harsh—and sober—light of day.
At the same time, she can’t bear for Adora to think, even for a second, that Catra doesn’t want her. So she takes Adora’s hands in both of hers and brings them up to her mouth, punctuating her words with kisses on Adora’s knuckles.
“I would fucking love that, Adora. And I guarantee, you’d love it too.” Catra winks, and Adora shivers happily. “But imagine getting caught.”
From the look on Adora’s face, she’s imagining getting caught by Glimmer, or maybe the bartender. Catra thinks imagining that herself would be counterproductive for what she’s trying to do right now, so she calls up the iciest bucket of water she can think of.
“Imagine getting caught by Sea Hawk, Adora.”
Adora actually jumps a little, then wrinkles her nose, then seems to shake the idea off with her whole body, not unlike Catra after she’s been caught in the rain. “Ewww. Okay, fine. You could have just said no.” She pouts a little, and Catra can’t help but try to kiss it away.
“Maybe we should go find Glimmer and Bow,” Adora says, more or less into Catra’s mouth, “before anyone finds us.”
“Yeah,” Catra says, barely stopping, “we should do that. For sure.”
Several minutes later—and fortunately for everyone—it’s only Glimmer and Bow who find them.

  
    help is just around the corner (for us)

    Note: This story is set during the Season 5 episodes “Stranded” and “Save the Cat”.

    

    Glimmer takes Adora gently by the shoulders, interrupting her spiral about Catra. “You want to go back for her.”
Adora slumps, and whimpers, and nods pathetically. When she lifts her head up to face Glimmer, it takes her a second to open her eyes. “I can’t just leave her there,” Adora says softly, “I have to try.” She bows her head like she doesn’t want to hear Glimmer’s answer.
This might be the least surprising thing Adora’s ever done, Glimmer thinks. Of course they’re going back. They were always going to go back. “Catra sacrificed herself to save me,” Glimmer says, ducking down so Adora can’t avoid her eye contact. “Whatever you need to do, I’m with you.”
Bow, who’d been watching from one of Darla’s consoles, comes over to join them. “Then let’s do this,” he says, “Best Friends Squad style.” Glimmer can tell he’s not nearly as confident as he’s trying to sound. She loves him so much, she thinks, as the three of them pull each other close.
Adora sighs deeply, leaning against them both. “Thank you,” she says, barely above a whisper.
Glimmer gives her a little nudge. “Hey. Sleepyhead. Why don’t you go rest for a while. We can take care of things up here.”
“Definitely,” Bow agrees. “I’ll lay in a course for Prime’s ship. We shouldn’t be more than a day or two away. When you wake up from your nap, we’ll all sit down with Entrapta and put together a plan.”
Adora sighs again. It feels like she might fall asleep right there, standing up, in their arms. But eventually she gives them one last squeeze, straightens her posture, and disentangles herself, heading for the bunkroom.
When the door seals shut behind her, Bow and Glimmer both sigh too. Glimmer glances quickly at Bow, not sure if they’re ready to share the moment, but he’s smiling at her. Maybe not his biggest smile, but it’s a smile. He walks over to the console to set their new heading.
“Hey, um…” he says as he finishes keying in the coordinates. “I have two questions I want to ask you, and… I don’t know which one to ask first.”
“Okay,” Glimmer says, trying to sound neutral, trying to brace herself for whatever they might be. “You don’t have to pick just one. You can ask them both.”
“Yeah,” he says. “Yeah. Okay. I guess… my second question is just, what happened on Horde Prime’s ship, with you and Catra—but my first question…” Glimmer sees there are tears in his eyes, and feels a sudden stab of nausea. “Did you… did you really think I didn’t want us to be friends like we used to be?” he asks. He sounds so young, Glimmer thinks. She doesn’t feel sick anymore; her heart just aches.
“I… no, I… I don’t know what I thought,” she says to the deck plating. “You can be mad for as long as you want, I didn’t—I want to give you space. I don’t want to pressure you. I know I fucked up. Sometimes… sometimes things break, and you can’t fix them. Sometimes you get lost and you can’t find a way back. But I hope… I hope that’s not true about… about us.”
“It’s not,” Bow says immediately. “It’s not. Glimmer, it’s not. Hey. Look at me. Please?”
She does. He’s holding his hands out to her again. She takes them gratefully.
“There is a way back,” he says. “We’re gonna fix this. You said it yourself: you’re going to keep working on making it better. And you’re Glimmer—if you decide you’re going to do something, it’s going to get done. ‘The way things used to be’ is where we’re headed, okay? You and me. We’ll get there.”
Glimmer nods. She’s trying so hard not to cry. “C-can I hug you?”
It takes him a couple of seconds to answer. To Glimmer they feel like hours. “Yeah,” he finally says, “yeah, I’d really like that.”
It’s not like their hug with Adora. It’s not really like any hug they’ve ever had. She remembers being taken from the Fright Zone to Horde Prime’s ship, seeing Bow racing vainly towards her through the haze of the teleport beam. She remembers lying in a creepy bed millions of miles away from him, sure she’d never see him again—and she remembers materializing in space, Bow already there to catch her. As much as she wants to give him the distance he needs, right now it feels like she can’t get close enough.
Glimmer doesn’t know what Bow’s thinking, doesn’t know what memories are coming up for him or how tinted they are by his anger, but the way he’s hugging her back, so tightly that he’s almost lifting her feet off the ground—she guesses he’s probably feeling something similar.

    

    The three of them are in the little room on Darla that Entrapta’s repurposed as a workshop. Glimmer and Bow are almost ready for their EVA, newly made helmets in their hands; Entrapta’s already in the airlock, preparing to secure them to the outside of the ship.
“If you guys are ready,” says Adora, the only one not in a spacesuit, “I’ll head up to the bridge. We’ll be there soon.”
Glimmer knocks on the left forearm of her suit with her right knuckles. It makes a reassuringly sturdy-sounding thump, at least. “Good luck, Adora,” she says, and Bow clasps her shoulder for a moment.
“You too,” Adora says, giving them both a lingering look before she leaves, jaw firmly set.
“I guess we should go meet Entrapta,” says Bow, still looking at the door.
“Yeah,” Glimmer says, “one second, though.” He turns around to face her.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen while we’re out there,” she says, “or what’s going to happen on Horde Prime’s ship. I don’t know if we’re going to be able to find Catra; and if we do, I don’t know if we’ll be able to escape with her. It—it feels like almost the only thing I do know is that you’ll be watching my back.”
She looks him in the eyes like she’s been doing since they were kids, little kids—and also like she’s never looked at him before, ever. Then she suddenly stands up on her toes and kisses him. On the lips. For the very first time.
It’s not a very long kiss, and when she pulls back, she looks as surprised as he does.
Suddenly there’s a piercing blast of static from the intercom speaker on the wall and Entrapta’s tinny, distorted voice assaults their ears: “Need you guys to—kzzrrrt—the airlock, please!”
“Good luck,” Glimmer whispers, and they run out the door.

    

    Glimmer is on Horde Prime’s ship alone and she’s sure there’s something behind her.
“Hey.” Bow’s voice is right there. Glimmer wheels around in shock, but of course he’s only on her earpiece. She sighs, then taps the comm link open.
“What, worried about me?”
“Maybe,” he says, only it sounds like a definite “yes,” and the sickly sterile halls of the ship feel a little less cold to her. “Just be careful, okay?”
“Yeah,” she says over the comm. “You too.”

    

    She-Ra covers their retreat while Bow carries Catra’s body onto the ship. She’s cold and clammy with half-dried sweat. She smells like burnt hair and disinfectant and ozone. She weighs practically nothing in his arms. And she’s not moving.
He carries her to the bridge, Glimmer right next to him. Darla has a sickbay, technically, but it hasn’t been stocked or prepared; it’s just a room full of narrow, uncomfortable beds. And anyway, Bow thinks as he lays Catra out gently on the floor, it doesn’t seem like there’s much a sickbay could do for her at this point.
Glimmer’s kneeling at Catra’s side, staring at her ribs for any sign of breath, when She-Ra comes in and starts pouring magic into the damaged ship. Glimmer reaches for the side of Catra’s neck like she’s going to take a pulse, then stops—instead, she gently takes hold of Catra’s shoulders and moves her so she’s resting in Glimmer’s lap. Catra’s head rolls loosely to the side. Bow tries not to shudder.
In seconds they’re out in open space, on their way home—or at least away from Horde Prime. She-Ra rushes over to them on the floor, taking Catra from Glimmer and cradling the still form against her armoured chest. “Come on, Catra,” she whispers. “You’re not done. Not yet. We’re going home.”
And then there’s light. So much light.

    

    At some point Glimmer tugs on his arm and leads him off the bridge to the corridor outside. “We should… let’s see if we can set up somewhere for her to sleep,” Glimmer says. “Catra, I mean. Somewhere private, somewhere that’s not the bunkroom with the rest of us.”
Bow nods. “I bet Entrapta knows how we can make that happen. Let’s go ask her.”
It turns out Darla has a brig—that’s how it’s labeled on the schematics, but it’s really just a room that Entrapta’s been using for storage because it’s close to the bridge. There’s a bunch of metal pieces stacked in the corner that Glimmer manages to assemble into a sparse but functional cot while Bow finds other places on the ship to store the various boxes and crates.
Finally, it’s as ready as they can get it. The room is essentially still a metal box, but that’s every room on the ship—it’s warm, it’s quiet, it’s private. Catra’s safe now.
“I’ll go tell them,” Bow says, squeezing her shoulder. “You’re still in your spacesuit. Go change into something comfortable and rest.”
She puts her hand over his. “Okay. I’m going to shower first, though. Take care of Adora and… and Catra. Then you change out of your spacesuit and come rest with me.”
Bow’s eyes widen a little, but he doesn’t say anything—he just smiles at her, and nods, and then leaves the room, only reluctantly letting go of her hand.

    

    The tank top and shorts Glimmer was wearing under her spacesuit are all sweaty now, but somehow, after her rescue, she’d found a bag of her own clothes from Bright Moon that someone had packed and brought on the ship. And she’s pretty sure Adora doesn’t know her way around all the drawers and closets in Glimmer’s room.
It’s not the first shower she’s taken on Darla. It’s not even the first shower she’s taken on Darla after escaping from Horde Prime’s ship. But gods, it almost feels better to wash the residue of that place off herself the second time. Now there’s no reason they’ll ever have to go back. Now they can go home.
She towels off and puts on the pyjamas Bow—probably—had packed for her. The soft, clean cotton feels so good against her freshly scrubbed skin that she could almost cry. But she just gathers her things, walks back to the bunkroom, and lays down on top of her bed.
Bow comes in a few minutes later, also freshly showered, in his own sleeping clothes. The way he smiles when he sees her makes the whole room—the whole ship—the whole universe narrow to just the two of them.
“Look at you, resting,” he says.
“Look at you standing,” she scolds playfully. “To bed with you, mister. We had the same extremely fucked-up day today.”
He laughs. “I cannot argue with that.” It only takes him a second to stow his shower things and then he’s sprawled out on his own bunk next to her.
“How are they doing?” Glimmer asks.
“Uh… hard to tell,” he says. “She carried Catra herself, wouldn’t let me help her—and she could have used it; I think she hurt her legs on Prime’s ship. She barely let me near her. She just… held her, and carried her into the br—the room, and then it was pretty obviously time for me to go.”
Glimmer hums thoughtfully. She’s still not sure what’s going to happen next. But at least they have Catra now. They have She-Ra back. And they have each other.
She turns her head to look at Bow, only to see he’s already looking over at her. “Hey,” he says when their eyes meet.
“Hey,” she says back. There’s an energy in the moment that feels new between them. Glimmer doesn’t know what it is, but it makes her feel better than she’s felt since—well, for a long time.
He reaches across the gap between their bunks. She grabs hold of his hand so immediately he laughs, and gives hers a tight squeeze.
“We did it,” he says. “We saved you, we saved Catra…” He laughs, “Entrapta even saved poor Wrong Hordak. We did it.”
“We did it,” Glimmer says. She wishes she could say something besides just repeating what he’s already said.
He breaks eye contact for a second—he looks like he’s trying to make a decision—and when he looks back at her, he tugs gently on her hand.
“Come cuddle?” he asks tentatively. “It’s okay if you—ooof!” Glimmer practically leaps across the divide and burrows instantly into his arms. She takes long, shuddering breaths like she’s trying not to cry, but eventually they even out.
“I didn’t know if I’d ever…” Glimmer trails off and clears her throat. She can’t finish that sentence, but she knows Bow understands from the way he holds her a little tighter. “I didn’t know when you’d be ready for this.”
Bow sighs. “It’s… I don’t know. It’s complicated. I don’t want to be angry with you, Glimmer. I thought… you’re the best friend I’ve ever had in my life and I almost… I would have…” He pauses for a few deep breaths himself. “Angry is one thing. But I almost lost you. I can’t push you away, not after—not after that.”
“I’m so sorry,” she whispers. Just like every other time she’s said it, it doesn’t feel like enough.
But Bow just says, “I know,” and he says it so gently she knows it must be true.
It’s a few minutes before either of them speaks again. “So, um,” Bow starts. “Should we talk about… what happened right before the mission?”
Glimmer feels herself blushing fiercely. “Oh. Right. That.”
“Listen,” he says, “I didn’t—” But she interrupts him by blurting out “I’m sorry!”
“Wait. You’re sorry? For… for what, exactly?”
She looks up from where she’s been nestled into his chest. “I just… I was so scared, and you… knowing you were there was making me feel less scared, and I was just… I felt grateful. I didn’t know how else to show it. I didn’t mean to cross a line.”
“Glimmer,” Bow says in possibly his gentlest tone of voice. “I didn’t mind it one bit.”
Silence. Then she speaks, voice extremely small. “Really?”
“Really. I just wish you’d given me a little warning so I could have paid closer attention.”
There’s a moment of stunned silence, but only a moment. “Well…” she says, voice still small and even shakier than before, “I could warn you right now.”
“Oh… yeah?” he says. “This is my warning, huh?”
“Yeah,” she says, “as long as that’s okay.”
Bow nods very earnestly. “Warning received loud and clear.”
It’s so much better the second time. Not that there was anything wrong with the first time, but… wow. Bow wasn’t kidding about wanting to pay close attention, she thinks; he is an attentive kisser.
They pull apart, both a little breathless, and Glimmer nuzzles back under his chin. After a few seconds, she starts to giggle.
“What?” Bow asks. “What’s so funny?”
“I was thinking,” Glimmer says, “you wanted to talk about what… happened, but it just… happened again. So now we have twice as much to talk about.” He laughs too, and she feels it through her whole body.
“Uh-oh,” he says. “This could get out of hand.”
“How so?”
He just barely touches her chin, but it’s enough for her to tilt her head up, and he kisses her again, the sweetest yet.
“Three times now,” he chuckles. “They’re stacking up fast.”
She’s about to compound the issue another time or two when they hear rapid footsteps in the corridor outside. It doesn’t feel like they’ve been doing anything wrong—entirely the opposite, in fact—but Adora has enough on her mind right now.
Even though they heard her coming, she still startles them when she suddenly bursts in. She spares them a quick glance—and the look on her face means Glimmer’s bound to hear some teasing about this later—but she’s looking for clothes for Catra right now. And, apparently, the location of the incinerator.
Oh, Glimmer realizes. That awful white robe. Of course. And the clothes Adora’s holding are basically just underwear. She reaches over to her own bed and balls up the blanket, throwing it at Adora on her way out. “Take this too!” she shouts, and Adora waves her thanks as she disappears through the door and her footsteps recede again.
“Hmm,” Glimmer says once they’re sure she’s long gone. “I might have made a mistake there.”
“How so?”
“That was my blanket I gave Adora. Now I don’t have one.”
“Hmm,” Bow says. “I have a blanket.”
She pokes him in the ribs. “Okay, rub it in.” Even after the kisses, even after… everything… just lying here teasing each other feels as much like them as ever.
He laughs. “No! I mean… you know… share with me tonight.” He snuggles her tightly against him. “There’s plenty of room.”

  
    and all that we’ve been through

    Catra dreams of the Fright Zone.
But it’s not a nightmare. She’s just sitting alone in the office she shared with all the other Force Captains, going over battle plans for some conquest or another of Hordak’s. It’s not the deafening roar and acrid stench of combat—it’s just paperwork. The tiny corner of her mind that knows she’s dreaming is practically bored.
When she hears the door open behind her, Catra immediately thinks—hopes—it’s Scorpia. But wait, hasn’t Scorpia left the Horde? Or did that happen later? But her sudden confusion of past and future gives way to a much different set of emotions when she hears the first footstep into the room. It’s not Scorpia’s heavy, friendly tread at all. These feet step lightly, deliberately—and in heeled boots.
“Hey there, kitten,” Double Trouble purrs.
It takes a massive exertion of Catra’s will to keep herself from frizzing up all over. Her reaction to that voice starts at the tips of her fur, but it slithers down to her core. Double Trouble’s a traitor, something in her remembers. Aren’t they? Has that happened yet? They sold her out—or will sell her out—to the princesses… but maybe that’s okay. Doesn’t she like the princesses? Some of them, anyway? And there’s another reason she shouldn’t want Double Trouble around, but the memory doesn’t want to resolve.
Catra doesn’t look up from her battlefield schematics as those heeled boots slowly tap-tap-tap their way closer. Then the door slides shut—automatically, it’s on a timer—and she almost tears a muscle with the effort it takes not to jump at the sudden hydraulic hiss. And now they’re alone together. That’s fine. She’s been alone with Double Trouble plenty of times.
She feels long, slender fingers come to rest gently, one at a time, on her left shoulder. She expects to feel Double Trouble’s other hand on her other shoulder, but instead they lean all the way down and rest their chin there instead.
“It’s late,” Double Trouble says, with just the tiniest hint of a pout. Catra can feel the vibration of their voice travel all throughout her body. “And we both know, don’t we: all work and no play makes Catra a very cranky kitty. Shouldn’t you be in bed?” The way they pop the “b” in “bed” makes Catra’s stomach twist with nervous lust.
Double Trouble never came onto me like this, says the last rational scrap of Catra’s sleeping mind. They just acted flirty to keep me off balance. Right? But that was the past—and/or maybe the future—and whatever this is, it’s happening right now. The hand on her shoulder moves just enough to trail a finger up and down the side of Catra’s neck. She manages to suppress about 80% of the resulting shiver. Then cool, dry lips brush against her earlobe. “You need to take care of yourself, kitten,” Double Trouble breathes, “unless you need somebody… to take care of you.” Catra feels something brush lightly across her lap. She’s pretty sure it was the tip of their tail.
The hand on her shoulder moves again, sliding down this time, those long fingers just barely brushing over the uniform fabric covering her left breast. This time Catra can barely manage to keep breathing at all, let alone stifle the moan that wrestles its way out of her. She feels their other hand at her waist for a second, and then they lay their palm flat on her lower stomach and just… leave it there. She can’t look down—she won’t, it would be an implicit surrender—but the feathery teasing touches in her lap are back, and both of Double Trouble’s hands are accounted for, so that has to be their tail…

    

    When Adora wakes up in the middle of the night, bladder uncomfortably full, Catra’s sleeping so soundly she doesn’t even twitch when Adora carefully extracts herself from bed to use the washroom. She’s only gone a couple of minutes, but when she comes back, Catra’s breathing has changed, she’s shifting restlessly, and as Adora slips back under the covers behind her, she hears what sounds like a whimper. Is she having a nightmare? Adora thinks, but the next sound Catra makes doesn’t sound distressed. It doesn’t sound distressed at all.
Oh. The frisson that runs through Adora is predictable, maybe, but also welcome. She’s watching Catra have a sexy dream. She remembers the night Glimmer and Catra woke her up—apparently after Glimmer had been sleep-touching Catra? Adora snuggles closer, making sure she’s in range, just in case there’s any more of that on the menu.
But Catra doesn’t reach out for her; Catra just rocks back and forth a little, and moans again, and then inhales so sharply she wakes herself up. She looks around wildly for a moment, then seems to realize where she is, and then she notices Adora watching her in the dim late light.
“H-hey, Adora.” Catra’s half-awake voice scrapes appealingly over the vowels. “Were you watching me sleep, you weirdo?”
“Mayyybe,” Adora demurs. “It looked like you were having quite the dream.”
Even in the almost-dark, she can see Catra’s eyes widen and the tips of her ears turn red. “I, uh… um. Sure. I guess.”
Adora waggles her eyebrows. “Was it about me?” When Catra looks away bashfully, Adora’s eyebrows just rise. “Oooh. Was it about Glimmer, then? No? Should I keep guessing? Hmmm… oh! Obviously the bartender from—”
“Stop,” Catra says, and it’s her soft middle-of-the-night voice; she raises a hand for emphasis instead. “It was kind of weird. I don’t…”
Adora caresses her cheek. “Sorry. You don’t have to tell me, I’m just teasing. They’re your dreams; they can be private if you want them to be.”
Catra blinks, and smiles at her, and leans up for a quick kiss. Then she lays back down, covers her face with a hand, and sighs.
“I was, uh… I was kind of having a sex dream… about Double Trouble.”
She can feel Adora rock back a little with surprise, but she doesn’t say anything. Catra opens her fingers a little and peeks through. Adora’s eyebrows are halfway to her hairline.
“What,” Catra says. “You asked. It was a dream, I didn’t pick it.”
Adora reaches out and squeezes her shoulder. “Hey. It’s fine. Dreams are dreams. And, you know…” Catra tilts her head. She doesn’t know, actually. “Double Trouble is… kinda pretty hot,” Adora finishes, a little sheepishly.
Now it’s Catra’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “Wait, seriously?”
“What!” says Adora. “I’m not saying they’re a good person. Or that I’d want to, like, go on a romantic picnic with them.” She shrugs. “But I’m not blind, either. They’re… you know, they’re sexy. I don’t blame you.” Catra just blinks. Adora smiles at her. “So you two… I mean, did you ever…?”
Catra’s eyes go very wide, and for a second she doesn’t manage to keep her voice down. “No!” After a couple of deep breaths, she continues at her previous volume. “No, we never. You—you know you were my first. And I was… I mean, I was paying them, to spy for the Horde and whatever. That… it would have been weird.”
She looks at the expression on Adora’s face. Her stomach sinks slightly as she recognizes it. “Adora, please tell me you’re not imagining what I think you’re imagining.” The dark room can’t hide the extent of her girlfriend’s blush. “Adora.”
“What! I can’t help it! My brain just comes up with these things! It’s not like I woke up and decided, ‘Hey, I’m going to think about my girlfriend and a sexy mercenary in shower stall 14-B together.’”
“Fourt—” Catra punches Adora in the arm, not gently. “First of all, I said we never, and that includes in or out of 14-B. Second, how do you even know about that place? I thought you didn’t—”
Adora tries for a flirty smile, but deflates almost immediately. “I didn’t, of course I didn’t. I… overheard Lonnie talk about it once.”
Catra gasps. Even after all this time, Fright Zone gossip has a magnetic pull. “Lonnie?! With who.”
“Um… Bex? Did you not know about that? Those two weren’t exactly subtle. I mean, I found out…”
But Catra just shakes her head slowly. “That one missed me. Huh. Bex. Good for Lonnie.” Then she blinks hard like she’s pressing a mental reset button. “Can we go back to you imagining me and Double Trouble, though? Are you for real?”
“Actually,” Adora says, biting her lower lip, “now I’m imagining you and me in shower stall 14-B.”
That’s—that’s better, Catra thinks. That’s definitely better. It’s not the megaton WTF explosion of Adora’s last mental picture, though this one has a bittersweet edge: she and Adora never did, either. Not back in the Horde. They could have, and they could have gotten away with it, but they didn’t even try. The missed opportunities, the wasted time—it all sends a pang through Catra’s heart if she thinks about it for too long. She tries to bring herself back to the present moment, where Adora’s here with her, where they can do anything they want with each other now.
Then Adora giggles and scrunches up her nose. “Actually, sorry, but… now I’m kind of imagining Lonnie and Bex.”
It pops into Catra’s mind too, like a computer screen powering on. Lonnie, short and stocky, her broad build almost as familiar to Catra as Adora’s. And Bex, a slightly older cadet from another squadron, dangerous and quick, tall but willowy, almost slight—unless you were changing next to her in the locker room and could see all the long, lithe musculature she hid under her uniform. The contrast of their bodies together, Lonnie’s dark brown skin against Bex’s ruddy ochre complexion—it’s such an appealing image Catra’s a little annoyed she didn’t learn about it sooner.
“You are a weirdo,” she says to Adora fondly. “You’re such a weirdo.”
Adora giggles again. It melts Catra’s heart just as thoroughly as the last time, as every time. “Yeah,” she admits, “but I’m your weirdo.”
“Yeah you are,” Catra says, and kisses her. They’re lying on their sides now, face-to-face. “You know you were my first,” she says again, a hint of uncertainty creeping into her voice.
“I know,” says Adora. “I just… I guess it’s kind of silly. I just want to know… everything. Everything about you.”
Catra scoffs, but she smiles too. “You do know everything about me.”
Adora looks sad, though. She sighs. “Not everything. I missed three whole years of your life.”
“Oh,” Catra says. “I mean… you didn’t miss much. They kinda sucked.” But now she’s thinking about it. She missed three years of Adora’s life, too. And she knows, she knows now, that Adora spent those three years wishing Catra were with her—but she also knows those three years were a lot happier for Adora than they were for Catra herself.
Adora’s frowning, so Catra leans forward to smooth out the crease in her brow with another kiss. “I was your first too,” she says, and it doesn’t come out like a question, but it doesn’t have the surety of a statement, either. “You really never…?”
Adora shakes her head. “Nope. I was… I had a lot on my mind.” She smiles ruefully. “Mostly you.”
Catra’s never going to get used to hearing that. But now she knows what Adora meant before, about wanting to know—she believes Adora, she knows there was no one else, but three years is a long time…
“Ever get close?” Catra asks. Adora regards her cautiously for a second, but there’s no jealousy or pain on Catra’s face, only curiosity—that is, until she winks. “Not even sleepover smooches with Sparkles?” Adora reacts to that, and Catra feels a little stab of triumph: they hadn’t, but Adora had definitely thought about it.
She shakes her head, though, once she’s composed herself. “No. I definitely—there was a little crush there, for sure, but… I never, never even considered acting on it. Not until, you know… much more recently.” Catra laughs.
“And, uh…” Now Adora won’t meet Catra’s eyes at all. This should be juicy. “When, um, when we were in the Crimson Waste? Me and Glimmer and Bow? I sort of thought… maybe something might happen with, um, Huntara. But it didn’t. Which is for the best. But that… that was the closest I ever got.”
Catra feels like she’s hit the jackpot. She tries to keep too much obvious delight out of her voice. “Huntara, hmm? Very interesting, Adora. Very, very interesting. And how very… you of you.”
“Oh my gods,” Adora says, voice barely more than a shy little squeak. “Why did I tell you that.”
“Hey, I’ve met Huntara. I’m not saying you don’t have taste. I just think it’s sweet that the closest you got to hooking up with her was ‘I thought something might happen, and then it didn’t.’”
Adora makes an embarrassed little mewling sound and scoots forward, trying to hide her face in the crook of Catra’s shoulder. Catra decides to allow it. “Hey,” she says softly, “Adora. I’m happy I got to be your first. And I’m so happy you were mine. You colossal dumbass.” She presses a kiss just next to Adora’s ear and relishes the way her girlfriend squirms happily in her arms. Adora murmurs something into the side of Catra’s neck—it feels nice, but it’s completely unintelligible. “What was that?” she asks.
Adora lifts her head just far enough to speak without a mouthful of Catra’s fur. “Me too. I’m happy about that too. And… it’s different, and for different reasons, but… I’m happy Glimmer was our second.” She puts a subtle emphasis on our that Catra really likes.
And she hadn’t thought of it that way before, but… “Yeah,” Catra says, smiling as she kisses the top of Adora’s head. “I’m happy about that too.”

    — END OF BOOK THREE —

  
    (as close as) how close i wanna get

    “I don’t understand why you’re so calm,” Glimmer sulks to Catra. “Last week Adora said ‘We need to talk’ and you used Melog to turn invisible and fucked off for the next six hours! But my mom asks if she and my dad can join us for breakfast to ‘discuss some matters’ and you’re the most relaxed?”
Catra is, indeed, the most relaxed one in the dining room. Glimmer’s on her feet pacing while Adora stands nearby, alternately wringing her hands and holding them stiffly at her sides. Bow isn’t as obviously agitated, but his arms are folded tightly across his chest. Catra’s the only one seated, and she has her feet up on the table while she sips from a tall glass of juice.
“I got up early and meditated this morning,” she says with an innocent smile.
It’s sure not received innocently. Glimmer groans and rolls her eyes with her entire upper body. Bow raises a skeptical eyebrow—by his standards, positively withering—and Adora coughs something into her fist that sounds suspiciously like “bullshit.”
“What?” Catra shrugs defensively, but she sounds more confident as she continues. “I’m… I’m trying a thing, okay? If it’s something bad, I’ll have plenty of time to worry about it—once I know what to actually worry about. And if it’s not something bad, then I’m saving my energy for the good stuff.” She plucks a grape out of the bowl in front of her and pops it in her mouth. “It’s not rocket science,” she concludes with her mouth full.
Glimmer sighs, but it turns into a chuckle. “I can’t decide if you sound more like Perfuma or H0RDAC.”
Catra makes a face like one of the grapes was sour, but then she shrugs it off. “You mean like new H0RDAC, the guy in the computer? Huh.” She thinks about it for a second and shrugs again. “I can live with that.”
Then she eats another grape and winks at them. “Besides, you all might be in trouble, but the king and queen love me. Maybe they want to talk about what a good example I’m setting for the rest of you.”
From where he’s leaning against the wall, Bow laughs and uncrosses his arms, standing up straight and shaking his head. “Okay, well, that’s definitely not what’s going to happen, but I am a little less nervous now.”
Adora laughs too. “Yeah, maybe they actually want to congratulate us on putting up with her.” She winks back at Catra, who flicks a grape at her—Adora snatches it out of the air and tosses it in her mouth with a single quick motion; Catra blinks with surprise and blushes a little. She looks like she’s about to throw another when there’s a gentle knock on the dining room door and it slowly eases open.
“Good morning!” calls King Micah from behind the small cart he’s pushing. Queen Angella follows closely, carefully shutting the door behind them. Catra swings her feet off the table and sits up straight. Adora notices, and smiles, but Catra doesn’t see it.
Everyone exchanges greetings and hugs and then gets settled with their food. Adora pours tea for everyone, but when she goes to fill her plate, it’s already piled high with everything she normally eats in the morning. She has a brief moment of confusion, but then she sees that Catra’s only halfway through filling her own plate, and Adora smiles another private little smile.
There’s some polite early-morning small talk, but it’s not long before Angella gracefully sets down her teacup and gently clears her throat, drawing everyone’s attention in an instant.
“Thank you,” she says with a soft smile, “for allowing us to intrude on your breakfast.” She holds up a hand to forestall any protests. “We know the four of you reserve this time for yourselves. We’re so pleased to join you.”
“Aw, Mom,” Glimmer smiles bashfully. “That’s really sweet. It’s nice to have you here, both of you.” The other three nod their agreement.
Angella rests her hands flat on the table. “I simply wanted to take some time, in private, to discuss something the Chief Councillor raised with me. It was brought to her by Meris, actually, the Royal Archivist—Bow, I think your fathers know them—and, well…” The queen seems slightly awkward. “They have as much catching up to do as anyone, and—it’s a clerical matter more than anything, really…”
“Angie,” Micah interrupts gently, “you’re probably scaring them to death.”
“Ah,” she says, “of course, I’m so sorry. In brief: Glimmer, Meris has requested your consent to record Bow, Adora, and Catra as queen’s consorts in the royal archives. With, of course, your consent too,” she nods to the other three.
Four frozen faces stare back at her—none of them seem to want to look at each other, so they’re all doubling down on looking at Angella.
(Micah makes a small noise in the back of his throat that only Angella can hear. She knows it means Here we go…)
Adora is the first one to speak. “Um, okay, I don’t… like, I’m pretty sure I understand what you mean from context, Your Majesty, but just to be clear—when you say ‘consort’…”
“It just means you’re in a relationship with her,” Micah says. “The title comes up on the odd ceremonial occasion.” He smiles warmly at all of them, with a self-deprecating quirk at the corner of his mouth. “If the Queen of Bright Moon shares her heart with you, I’m afraid that’s one for the history books. Not that you all haven’t found your own ways there already.”
Glimmer’s cheeks are bright pink now, and she’s not looking at anybody. Adora’s chewing her lower lip thoughtfully, and Bow looks similarly contemplative, though he’s also got a shy smile slowly growing on his face. Catra’s staring down at the table, but she doesn’t seem like she’s withdrawing—she’s scooted her chair a little closer to Glimmer’s, too.
“Maybe you were right,” Angella whispers to Micah—his idea for this conversation had been to approach each of them individually. But he shakes his head.
“I don’t know,” he whispers back, “I think they’re okay. They’re just processing.”
Adora seems to reach a conclusion in her head. “I want to hear what everyone else thinks, but… I’m okay with it.” The other three look at her for the first time since Angella raised the subject, and she shrugs. “I don’t… I mean, I hope this is okay—I don’t mind ‘girlfriend,’ I’ve got to call you two something, after all—and I heard Mermista call Sea Hawk ‘partner’ and I kind of like that too, but… I mean, in my head? You’re always just ‘Catra’ and ‘Glimmer.’ That… that means more to me than anything ever could. So if we’re some other word in the official archives, that’s fine too. I know what you are to me.”
Adora feels like it’s such a simple, self-evident thing to say that she’s a little shocked to see Glimmer’s eyes full of tears. Bow’s, too—a tear has even escaped and is tracking down his cheek. At some point, she didn’t notice when, Angella and Micah started holding hands between them on the table. And Catra’s still staring down into her lap.
“Hey, Catra, you okay?” Adora asks softly, and Catra nods—without actually looking up at anyone—and even drags her chair another few inches in Glimmer’s direction, but she doesn’t say anything. Glimmer reaches over and rubs gently on the side of Catra’s leg with her knuckles for a couple second, and Catra gives a grateful little huff of acknowledgement.
“Ask Bow,” she says quietly. “Then come back to me.”
Bow is still casually brushing tears from his eyes, but he’s grinning while he does it. “I don’t mind one bit, not if Glimmer doesn’t. I’ll probably want to stick to ‘boyfriend’ for, you know, normal life, but if we’re talking about the historical record here… yeah.” He swipes at his right eye again, still smiling wide. “I definitely don’t hate the idea.”
“I don’t mind,” Glimmer says to him immediately, cheeks still bright pink. “I know you always wanted some kind of official royal label.” She smiles at Adora. “Bow used to get really sad when we were kids and he wasn’t a princess too.”
Bow sputters a little. “I wasn’t sad, I just—you were a princess! I liked you! I wanted to be like you! I was six!”
Adora lets out a little “awwww!” with her hands clasped over her heart, and Bow looks up at the ceiling in fond exasperation.
Glimmer looks back to her parents, smiling. “I don’t mind one bit,” she says again. Then she turns to her other side. “But I still want to hear what Catra thinks.”
Catra takes a long, deep breath. “I, uh… I don’t really know how all this royal stuff works,” she admits, and peeks over at Glimmer for a second. “And I mean… we are in a relationship. So if they’re writing it down anyway, and that’s what it’s called… yeah. Yeah. I’m okay with that.” Another deep breath, and then she finally looks up at everyone, a small, shy smile on her lips. “I mean… we already were pretty historical.”
Adora and Glimmer both cover their mouths at that, and everyone laughs at the simultaneous gesture. “Gods, you’re sweet,” says Adora, blowing her a kiss across the table, and Micah leans over to whisper to Angella again—Catra only hears the words “wedding toast,” and wishes she hadn’t.
“Thank you,” Angella says to them with a warm, fond smile, still holding Micah’s hand. “I’m sorry if it was awkward to ask without warning. If it makes you feel better, I’ve had similar conversations before, and they went rather less smoothly.” Micah snorts with laughter and seems like he’s about to say something, but he takes a sip of tea instead.
Adora and Catra have similar blank looks at that, but Bow looks deeply puzzled, as though he’s trying to remember whether he’s forgotten that Glimmer seriously dated someone before.
But as for Glimmer herself, there’s a look of horrified understanding slowly growing in her eyes, and when she speaks, it’s in a reluctant monotone, like the words are being forced out of her. “But wh-when did you…”
A brief flush of deep rose passes over Angella’s cheeks, and then she smiles a distant, serene smile. “A long time ago, but—well, speaking with only four of you seems rather simple after that.”
Bow’s still frowning thoughtfully, and Adora looks slightly lost, but Catra’s mismatched eyes are the first to go wide, followed shortly by Glimmer’s.
“Wait…” Glimmer says, “you weren’t—you didn’t—I’m… were you—?!”
“It was a long time ago,” Angella says again, “but I once had—I suppose the word has certain connotations now, unfortunately, but ‘harem’ wasn’t always—”
Adora’s jaw drops. Bow’s eyebrows unfurrow and then some. Catra hiccups with delight, her suspicions clearly confirmed—and Glimmer makes a strangled choking sound that might just have been the word “harem?!” in mortified shock.
Micah takes another sip of his tea. He’s got Glimmer’s mischievous dimples, too. “I love hearing about your harems, honey.” Angella laughs and touches his arm fondly as he notices Adora slowly shaking her head, slightly dumbfounded at his reaction.
“What?” He lifts an amused eyebrow at her. “I’m 50—she’s 1,000. I know she’s been with other people.”
Angella laughs again. “It was a very long time ago. Etheria was a much different place—a different society, with different customs, different expectations. But yes, back then I had a modest—well, perhaps slightly more than modest—harem, as befitting my station.”
Bow chuckles, having apparently absorbed the idea. Catra’s nearly bouncing in her seat, gazing at Angella with something very much like awe, and Adora seems to have come around to a slightly impressed smile of her own. Glimmer’s face is buried entirely in her hands.
“I literally want to die right now,” she says to no one in particular. “Put that in the archives: ‘R.I.P. Queen Glimmer, died of spontaneous combustion from having the most embarrassing parents in the world.’”
It sounds more like the old Glimmer than anything else she’s said in front of her mother, let alone to her, since Angella’s return, and it’s probably for the best she doesn’t see the wry smile her parents share. Bow comes to stand behind her chair and rests his hands on her shoulders, leaning down to kiss the back of her head.
“If you think this is embarrassing,” he says, clearly suppressing a laugh, “you need to spend more time around George and Lance. Or maybe you don’t—not until I have a chance to hide all my baby pictures again.”
That cracks Adora up, but Catra’s still entirely focused on Queen Angella, and she seems to have worked up the nerve to ask something. “So what’s the minimum number of people in a ‘harem,’ anyway, like how many…”
Angella takes a sip of her own tea, face carefully neutral. It’s Glimmer who responds first, with something between a groan and a scream, directly into the palms of her hands. She stands up, nearly colliding with Bow, and storms out of the room without another word. Bow, Adora, and Catra—the queen’s consorts, collectively—burst out laughing, once they’re sure Glimmer’s safely out of earshot, and then Bow heads out the door after her, still grinning.
Catra catches Adora’s eye across the table again and winks. “Told you it wasn’t something bad,” she says, and tosses another grape.

  
    the pain pays our dues

    Bow looks up from his tinkering when he hears a short, rapid-fire series of knocks at the door of his workshop.
“Come on in, Catra!” he calls cheerfully.
The door eases open, and it’s indeed Catra who slips through, looking a little sheepish. “How’d you know it was me?”
He grins at her. “It was a very Catra knock. You okay? You look worried.”
“It’s… it’s fine, I’m fine, I’m just—I’m looking for Glimmer; have you seen her? I need to—I need to talk to her about something.”
“I think she’s got a bunch of royal stuff in a row today,” Bow says, “but I know she’s got her comm pad—”
“No—no, that’s for emergencies,” says Catra quickly. “This is definitely not an emergency. I’m just… I’m stressing out about something, and I thought maybe she could help.”
“Hmmm.” Bow pauses for a moment. “You know you can talk to me, right?”
“What?”
“Whatever you’re stressed about. If you can’t find Glimmer, and you don’t want to call her—I might not be quite as much help as she’d be, but I’m happy to listen if you want to talk, okay? Always.”
Catra seems really struck by that. “Oh. Uh. Yeah, okay. S-sure, Arrows. That’s… thanks. I’m not interrupting anything?”
“Nah. Come sit down with me.” The only seats are wooden work stools, but Catra’s definitely sat on worse—she perches on top of the nearest one to Bow with her knees pulled up to her chest.
“So what’s up?” he asks once she’s settled.
Catra sighs, resting her chin on her knee. “So Adora gave me her pin. You know that, you were there. Not right there, but you were there right after.”
“When you weren’t wearing pants.”
“Exactly. So… so Adora gave me her pin, right? She said it was special to give me because it was special to her.” Bow is nodding along. “And I’ve been thinking of what I want to give her, and I realized…” She sighs, shoulders slumping. “I don’t have anything like that. I don’t have anything special. Everything I ‘owned’ growing up belonged to the Horde. I was—I, I guess I thought I was too smart to get attached to sentimental crap, I don’t know. And since coming to Bright Moon, I mean… I have stuff now… but nothing feels special enough.”
She looks up at him sharply. “And I know about the—the fucking She-Ra thing, okay? The crown. That does not count. I didn’t give that to her, I didn’t ask her to wear it, I want…”
Bow nods again. “You want the little ceremony. Like Adora got to do.”
“Yeah—wait, does… is that…?”
“That’s totally okay, Catra.” Bow’s smile is extra reassuring. “That’s an extremely normal and okay thing to want.”
“Okay.” She sighs a long, heavy sigh. “Okay, so… yeah. I don’t know what to do, Bow.”
“Well. I don’t know exactly what you should do, but—do you want to talk about options?”
“What do you mean, options?”
“Okay, so, like—you don’t have any old treasured possessions, but that’s not the only kind of thing you could give her. You know my dad Lance? His sash is just a nice sash that’s George’s favourite colour. It’s not about what you exchange; it’s about other people seeing that the two of you belong together.”
“That’s…” Catra furrows her brow. “That’s sweet, I guess. I didn’t know that about your dads. I just…”
She looks down at the golden wing on her shirt. She thinks about Adora fastening it to her stupid red jacket, every single day.
She wonders how long Adora had been planning to give it to her.
“Random question,” she says into the silence. “What did Adora ever tell you about growing up in the Fright Zone? Not stuff about me—about the place. What she… what it was like for her, there.”
Bow frowns. “Not a lot, honestly. Little things? She’d try a new food and compare it to Horde rations; the beds were a lot harder there compared to Bright Moon—that kind of stuff. Other, bigger things… she talked around them, sometimes. Implied enough that we got the general idea. Never a lot of details, but… we know it was hard for her. For both of you.”
Catra’s still looking down at the pin, and the words just kind of fall out of her mouth. “She said she ‘escaped.’”
“Who, Adora? When? Escaped from where?”
“When she gave me this. She said it was her first special thing after she escaped the Fright Zone. I—I’d never heard her say it like that before: ‘escape.’ I guess I always thought she just… left.” She sighs. “Does that make sense? It feels like there’s a big difference, I just, I don’t know how to explain it.”
But Bow nods in understanding. “I think I get it. The difference between walking away from somewhere you don’t want to be, and running away from somewhere you can’t stay.”
“Yeah,” Catra says. “Yeah. And I used to think…” She trails off into a long, long pause, then shakes her head. "It doesn’t matter. I don’t think it anymore.
“But if she—if she escaped, and then she came here, and if this was the first thing that was hers after that… and then she gave it to me…?” She takes a deep breath and presses the heels of her palms into her eyes for a second.
“No offence to your dad, man, but I gotta do better than a sash here.”
But Bow just laughs. “I get that too. We’ll help you figure it out, okay? Me and—” His tracker pad beeps. “Ha! No way. Look who it is.” He taps a button and Glimmer’s smiling face appears on the screen.
“Hey, you!” she says. “I finished all my meetings for the day!” She looks over his shoulder. “You’re in your workshop?”
“Yeah! I’m actually hanging out here with Catra.”
“Catra’s there? Well, now I’m definitely coming over.” The screen blinks off and, with a flash of pink and purple magic, Glimmer blinks into the room, smiling wide. “What’s going on, you two?” Then she notices the tension still lining Catra’s face. “Everything okay?”
When Catra just sighs, Bow leans over and asks in a low voice, “Want me to tell her?” Catra nods gratefully.
“Catra hasn’t decided what to give Adora to wear,” Bow explains, and then lifts a hand. “Apart from the She-Ra thing. The pin was really important to Adora, and… nothing feels important enough for Catra to give back. It’s stressing her out a little.”
“Oh! Oh, Catra, come here.” Glimmer all but swoops over to Catra’s stool and wraps her up in a big hug. “We’ll help you figure it out. Don’t worry.”
“See?” Bow smiles at Catra over Glimmer’s shoulder. “Told you.”
When Glimmer lets Catra go, the queen has a thoughtful smile on her face. “So… I’m going to suggest something crazy.”
Catra opens her hands, palms up. “I’m desperate. I’ll take anything you’ve got.”

      

      Earlier that day

      Adora waits to take Glimmer aside at breakfast until she’s sure Bow and Catra have each other completely distracted—which is to say, once their debate over the relative tactical superiority of a well-equipped archer and an “agile—no no no, nimble, that’s right, nimble” melee fighter armed with a whip—escalates to the point that Adora’s grateful there aren’t any actual weapons in the dining room.
“This is going to end in some kind of elaborate combat test, isn’t it,” Glimmer says.
“Almost definitely,” Adora agrees with a fond sigh, “and we’ll be the judges whether we like it or not.” Glimmer giggles as Adora continues, “I wanted to ask you something, though. Is… how’s your mom doing?”
Glimmer seems a little surprised at the question. “Oh! Um. She’s doing good. Still taking it easy, spending a lot of time with Dad. Between me and him, we’ve got royal duties more than covered, so she doesn’t have to worry about any of that. And, um—” Glimmer looks down at her hands for a minute.
“She’s still disconnected from the Moonstone, so she barely has any access to magic at all. And part of me feels absolutely terrible about that, even though she says it’s all right. I don’t know if I believe her, but… it’s what she keeps saying.”
Adora nods and gives Glimmer’s shoulder a loving squeeze. Glimmer looks up and smiles gratefully.
“Anyway,” she says, “Dad and Aunt Casta are going to try to work out the inverse of the spell that transferred the Moonstone’s total power to me—obviously it was never meant to be reversed, but you never know. We might be able to share it again. And if it turns out to be something we can control, I could even pass all the magic back to her when we go out into space, when I’d be out of range of the runestone and couldn’t use magic anyway.” She leans in, and up, and kisses Adora on the cheek. “We’ll see how it goes,” she finishes. “Thanks for asking.”
Adora blushes a little. “I did have kind of a selfish motive. I wanted to ask her, or ask you to ask her, about, um—the thing, with the pin? Catra hasn’t said—I mean, I can tell she’s having a hard time deciding what to give me back. And I thought, well, Queen Angella probably knows a lot about this stuff, she might have some ideas and… it’s not like Catra’s going to ask me for help about this one, but I don’t know. I just hate seeing her stressed out about it.”
“Oh!” Glimmer’s eyes light up. “Adora, that’s—that’s so sweet. I know my mom would love to help if she can. I can even talk to her this morning; I’m supposed to go over to their suites right after breakfast.”
“That—oh, Glimmer, that would be just perfect,” Adora sighs with relief. “Thank you so much.”
Bow and Catra suddenly get quiet. Adora looks over nervously, worried Catra might have overheard, but it looks like the argument has just reached a decisive moment: they’re staring at each other coolly, arms crossed, nodding in agreement—over what, Adora’s almost afraid to ask.
“There’s only one way to settle this,” Bow says with uncharacteristic gravitas.
“Looks like it,” Catra drawls.
“Oh no,” says Glimmer.
Adora holds up a hand. “Guys, what are you—”
“Whip vs. archery combat test,” they say in unison. Glimmer covers her face with her hands.
“This weekend,” Bow says. “Rainsday afternoon. On the south lawn. If you’ve got the guts.”
“South lawn? So that’s where you want to be humiliated. Fair enough.”
They only manage another couple of seconds of deadpan eye contact before they both double over laughing.
Glimmer instantly sighs with relief. “Oh, I’m so glad you two aren’t actually going to—”
“Oh no,” Catra cuts her off, “we’re definitely going to. Rainsday afternoon. Didn’t you hear?”
“Yeah,” says Bow. “We’re just not actually mad at each other about it.” He catches Catra’s eye and they both crack up again.

      

      That evening

      “Catra?” Adora steps gingerly outside. “Bow said you were out here.”
The small, unfamiliar terrace is tucked high in a corner of the palace roof. There’s some patio seating, and an absolutely incredible view, and not much else.
“Hey, Adora.”
Adora wheels around and Catra’s walking towards her, wearing a cropped jacket over a bandeau top, the late afternoon sun flashing across the gold pin on her lapel.
Adora’s mouth goes a little dry. “Gods, you look hot,” she says. It’s not what she meant to say, but it’s also not untrue.
Catra’s strut doesn’t get any less confident, but her smile melts from cocky to bashful, and she closes the last bit of distance to kiss Adora passionately on the mouth. “Maybe you’re just easily impressed,” she demurs, with a wry quirk of her lips. Adora shakes her head vehemently.
“Nope: hot.”
Catra laughs. “Come sit down with me, flatterer. I want to ask your opinion about something.”
“My opinion, huh? Finally,” Adora winks. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask.”
“Oh my g—shut up! This is serious! Not the bad kind of serious, but I do want to know what you think about something—something specific.” She sticks her tongue out at Adora, who winks again, and takes Catra’s hand as they sit down near the edge of the terrace. The river that runs through Bright Moon glitters far below them with golden sunlight.
“Okay,” Adora says. “I’m ready. Ask away.”
“Okay,” Catra echoes, and takes a deep breath. “So, um… I’ve been thinking. Since the other night. About what you said, when you gave me your pin to wear. About how you’d had it for a long time, and it was special to you, and so it’s special for me to wear it, and—and I realized I don’t have anything like that to give you.”
Adora puts a hand over her mouth. “Oh, Catra,” she says softly through her fingers, “listen…”
But Catra gently stops her.
“Just let me finish. Please. I can—I’ll skip ahead—so I talked to Bow this morning. About this.”
“You asked Bow about this? Awwww!”
“Wh—what’s with the voice? I said Bow, not a basket of puppies. I was going to ask Glimmer, but I couldn’t find her, and Bow was all, ‘Hey, I’m your friend too, let me try to help,’ and… I don’t know.” Catra rubs the back of her neck. “He told me stuff about his dads and… it didn’t really give me any ideas, but it made me feel better about not having any ideas. And then Glimmer caught up with us, and she said… well. She said her mom had an idea.”
The look on Adora’s face is slowly shifting from playful flirtation to something more like wonder.
“And so… it’s the kind of thing that can’t really be a surprise, but… the surprise wasn’t the special part of this, for me.” Catra touches the pin, and Adora makes a sweet, sympathetic noise and leans forward to kiss Catra on the forehead.
“I don’t need to be surprised,” she confirms softly, only the slightest quiver of emotion in her voice. Instead of saying anything else, Catra just flashes a smile that’s equal parts shaky and sweet, and hands Adora a folded-over piece of paper from inside her jacket.
When Adora opens it, she sees an inked drawing, faint sketch marks from a drafting pencil still visible behind the bold black lines of…
It’s the familiar silhouette of Catra’s old mask—now part of the crown that frames the face of the true form of She-Ra—but the shape has been incorporated into another design, the two blending into one. Adora’s so distracted by her own racing pulse that she parses the angular lines and dots of First Ones script as simple text first.
It’s just the word “heart”…
And then she realizes—it’s also the emblem of the Failsafe.
“You said at Sea Hawk’s birthday,” Catra starts, her voice barely trembling at all, “and I know you were a little drunk, but… you said you were thinking about getting a tattoo.” Adora, who’d only just glanced up at Catra, sucks in a sharp breath through her teeth and snaps her eyes right back down to the paper.
“And Queen Angella said… a tattoo is something to wear, too. And I sure don’t trust myself to give you one, but I thought… if I drew this, and you wanted it, you could like, get a professional to do the actual tattoo…”
Adora has one hand clasped at her chin, lower lip quivering, eyes shining with tears even as Catra sees them slipping into a thousand-yard stare. Recognizing the signs of an impending Adora-meltdown, she steps right into her girlfriend’s personal space, threading her hands through Adora’s long blonde hair and gently resting their foreheads together.
“Hey, dummy,” Catra says, trying to make her voice light and teasing, but it’s still unsteady with anticipation and excitement and jangling nerves. “It’s just a yes/no question.”
And it works. Adora’s appalled scoff at Catra’s irreverence sounds a little like a sob, but it pulls her out of her own head enough to give Catra a half-hearted shove, before all but yanking her back into her arms.
“The answer is yes, you asshole,” and Adora laughs and cries into Catra’s neck, and Catra cries and laughs into Adora’s shoulder, and the setting sun above them turns the sky a thousand shades of pink and orange and silver and red and gold.

  
    pale green things

    It’s late autumn in Bright Moon, the first week in the year that feels closer to winter than summer, and Perfuma is standing alone in the clearing that used to be Shadow Weaver’s personal garden.
The last time Perfuma was here, just a few weeks ago, it looked like a blight had come through. It was still a patchwork of flowers and trees, but they were all dead. The ground was so dry it had turned brittle, large black swaths of it chewed by invasive beetles to a fine powder. The air had been musty, thick with the smell of rot and even older decay. It was a garden, but it was not. It was closer to a wasteland.
Now, in the shade of an entirely unmagical oak tree, Perfuma shivers at the memory. It’s hard to believe she’s standing in the same spot. The dried and rotting plants have been cleared away, much to her relief, and the earth is rich and brown, turned over with fresh, healthy soil and mixed in with fertilizers both organic and magical.
It will take years—though not many—to grow in as lush as the surrounding forest, but Perfuma can already see little green shoots and sprouts coming up through the dirt, and hundreds of tiny white flowers growing in a pattern that loops in on itself.
Perfuma takes yet another deep breath and tries not to think about all the darkly magical plants that had spent so long running riot here. “You can do this,” she reminds herself. “Those plants are gone. You’re here, now, for Catra.” She takes a step to her left, then another, bigger step—but the vibes aren’t any better over here. She sighs.
She closes her eyes instead, and focuses on the little flowers: their soft and almost imperceptible scent, the filamentary tendrils of their stems, the flutter of the emerging blossoms in the cool, gentle fall breeze. The smell of growth and renewal at her feet is the present. The smell of death is a memory of the past. The smell of life all around her is the future.
For a long time, the silence is broken only by the soft whisper of leaves.
Eventually, Catra steps into the clearing, looking nervous but purposeful. She seems to relax when she sees Perfuma, but Perfuma’s brow furrows to see Catra alone. “Didn’t Adora…?” she starts to ask, but Adora’s right there, just a few steps behind.
“Hey, Perfuma,” says Adora in a subdued tone, looking around the clearing warily. She hasn’t been here since Catra and Micah started tearing out plants a few months ago, and doesn’t seem to know how to react to the relative normalcy she’s facing.
Perfuma nods and hugs both of them in greeting. There’s not much to say—or too much—so they wait in companionable silence for Queen Glimmer and King Micah to arrive.

    

    Last week

    “Hey, Perfuma, you around?” Catra calls into Perfuma’s tent. She’s getting more confident at accepting Perfuma’s open-ended invitations, but unless she knows for a fact that Scorpia’s hundreds of miles away from Bright Moon, there’s no way she’s just walking right in, not ever again.
“Catra!” she hears from inside, in Perfuma’s sweet, cheerful voice. “Come on in!”
Catra ducks into the colourful, cozy tent and sees Perfuma in the sitting area, lounging comfortably in a squashy-looking chair with a book in her hand. Her smile gets even bigger when she sees Catra’s hands are full of books too.
“Ooooh,” she says, conjuring a long, slender flower petal for a bookmark and setting hers aside. “I recognize those.”
Catra laughs. “You should! They’re yours!”
“Well,” and Perfuma laughs too, “technically they belong to the university library in Plumeria, I suppose.” She stands up to meet Catra next to a table with enough clear space for the books, so Catra can set them down and give her a hug. “Did you find whatever you were looking for?” she asks when they part.
Perfuma’s good at talking circles around Catra—helpfully, and Catra’s secretly glad to be no good at resisting it—and she knows how to give Catra space when she needs it too. She also knows when, and how, to get to the point. Catra might appreciate that one the most.
“Yeah,” she says, after a deep breath. “Yeah, the scary plants we couldn’t identify were in this one,” she points, “and these other two had enough information that M—uh, King Micah could figure out the rest.” She smiles wanly. “We’re pretty much done, give or take some tidying up.”
Perfuma claps her hands with joy and gives Catra another, even bigger hug. “Ohhhh, congratulations, Catra,” she says with ultimate sincerity. Catra returns the hug, grateful she can just nod without saying anything.
“Actually,” Catra says after a moment, “I was hoping you could do me one more favour. About,” she gestures to the books on magical botany, “all this.”
“Oh! Of course,” Perfuma nods, “absolutely.”
“I want that whole… space,” Catra finally spits out, “to just blend into the rest of the grounds. Like it was never there. Like she was never there. And now that the—all the fucked-up shit is gone, the palace groundskeepers can take care of that, no problem.”
Catra sighs. “But I—I talked to Adora, and Glimmer, and Micah, and Melog, and—and I decided I want… some kind of a memorial there.” She closes her eyes for a moment. “A really small one. No name on it. I don’t want to—to honour her,” she almost snarls, her eyes flashing open with old anger.
Perfuma nods, and sees Catra receive the encouragement, and almost even smile back.
“I just want something there, not for anyone to find or… or understand. Shadow Weaver’s gone, but the damage she did—” her voice almost cracks, and now Catra slams her eyes shut, and her face goes still as stone for a long moment. Then she opens her eyes and continues, voice strained but even. “The damage she did isn’t. And it can’t be erased just by erasing her stupid evil garden. So I want to leave…” She trails off, then shrugs, hoping she’s said enough for Perfuma to get her point.
Perfuma gets it. “A scar,” she says, finishing Catra’s sentence, and Catra jumps a little, it’s so on point. “There should be a scar.”
Catra’s eyes fill with tears, and she’s almost vibrating with the effort not to cry. Perfuma’s a big believer in catharsis, but she can tell Catra’s not ready to let go of these feelings yet—they might well be keeping her motivated to finish this—and that’s fine. So she breaks eye contact, smiling gently all the while, and starts shuffling through the books on the table. She hears Catra sniffle once, then slowly start to catch her breath.
“Right, um, right after Horde Prime’s defeat,” Catra says eventually, “we had that memorial service, and you designed and grew all those flower… thingies?”
“Arrangements,” Perfuma supplies with a fond smile.
“Yeah, those. I, uh, I thought those were really cool, actually.” She rubs the back of her neck, suddenly shy. “And I thought—maybe you could make something like those? But just one, and like… a weird and fucked-up one. Harmless,” she adds quickly. “Just weird-looking.”
Perfuma nods. It’s not the kind of request she’d normally grant, but Catra’s not the kind of person who’d normally ask, and Shadow Weaver—well, she was unique too. It feels unorthodox, Perfuma decides, but not untoward.
“I’m honoured that you’d ask me, Catra,” she says, and Catra seems to be bracing herself for a “no” anyway, so Perfuma gets to the point. “And I’d be happy to help you put together a memorial that you’ll find… appropriate.”
It’s such a visible relief to poor Catra that Perfuma feels relieved too. She gives Catra a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Did you get any ideas from these books?”
Catra slowly nods. “Uh, yeah. Yeah. Me and Mi—the king, we’ve been saving, like, harmless bits and scraps from the plants we’ve been getting rid of. And then in the middle, I was thinking… with all the other stuff, like, around it…” It takes her a moment to find the right book, then the right chapter, then the right page. But then she points at a detailed illustration, and it’s such an apropos choice that Perfuma feels a slight chill.
“It’s perfect,” she says out loud, and registers Catra’s sharp look at the knot of emotions in her voice. Keeping her face carefully neutral, Perfuma turns to her friend and gives her another encouraging nod. “Well done, Catra.”

    

    Today

    They don’t have to wait long. After just a few minutes, there’s a bright pink flash of sparkling light, and Glimmer and Micah are standing in the clearing with them.
They’ve both dressed well down from “royal.” Glimmer’s wearing a long grey skirt and a black sweater over a jewel-purple blouse, and her hair is pulled back with a simple black headband. And Micah… at first Catra thinks he’s wearing the same kind of work clothes he’d worn while they were tearing up the garden, but she soon sees the dark fabric is much finer than denim or canvas, and the tailoring—in some ineffable way—feels far more aesthetic than utilitarian. They’ve dressed nice, Catra realizes, but they haven’t dressed up.
There’s another round of warm, hushed greetings, and then, without discussion, the five of them form a semi-circle: Adora ends up in the middle between Catra and Glimmer, with Micah next to his daughter on one end, and Perfuma next to Catra on the other. They all regard the memorial that Perfuma helped Catra to design.
The plant Catra chose from one of Perfuma’s magical botany books is surrounded by a jagged, asymmetrical lattice of dead branches, twigs, and other detritus, all converging around the centrepiece: a small, crooked shrub with waxy, colourless bark, and black, spiny leaves. One single shoot on a single branch has produced one tiny cluster of flowers, brilliantly red.
“Salix adflicta,” Micah says, almost automatically. “The shattered sallow.”
“It’s toxic,” Catra says, her voice low and flat. Glimmer glances briefly at Catra, then at her father, already halfway to alarmed, but he tilts his head to one side—wait.
“It’s toxic if it’s not cultivated properly,” clarifies Perfuma. “I helped Micah prepare the soil here with the right nutrients and minerals.”
“This won’t hurt anyone,” Micah says simply, and he catches Catra’s eye, just for a moment. Glimmer doesn’t quite relax, but she shifts her weight. Catra doesn’t say anything else, just clenches and unclenches her jaw for a minute, staring at the sallow.

    

    “Does anyone want to say anything?” Perfuma finally asks nobody in particular.
Glimmer takes a deep breath, then just shakes her head. Perfuma nods at her, and smiles kindly, and gently turns her attention to Micah.
The king nods, and furrows his brow in the general direction of the wretched willow. “I wish…” He pauses for two long, deep breaths. “I wish things had been different,” he says, voice rough and steady. “But they weren’t.” He sighs, and his shoulders slump, just a little, and he lowers his head.
Everyone looks at Catra next. She takes a deep breath herself and stares at the memorial.
“Fuck you,” she says eventually. It sounds less angry than exhausted. “You’re gone,” she continues with a shrug, “and we’re here. We’re free. I’m happy now. And you’re dead.” Everybody gives her time to say more, but then Catra shrugs again. She’s done.
Next to her, Adora nods once, sharply, stiff and martial. “What Catra said. Goodbye, Shadow Weaver.” For several long moments, they all stand silent and still, contemplating the wretched little shrub: potentially toxic, but here—in an environment set up to properly nurture it—harmless. Even beautiful, in its way.
Then the cool, gentle breeze picks up into a chilly, insistent wind. Glimmer leans against her father, who puts an arm around her shoulder. Adora takes Catra’s right hand in hers, and to Catra’s surprise, Perfuma takes her left hand. And they all exit the clearing together.

    — THE END —

  
    Endnotes

    Song lyrics


    
      	the lights of little towns

      	“Hothouse Flowers” – The World/Inferno Friendship Society


      	things that we play at are not us

      	“We Will Never Run into One Another on Trains” – The World/Inferno Friendship Society


      	the velocity of love

      	“Velocity of Love” – The World/Inferno Friendship Society


      	can’t trust the weather to bring us together

      	“Parallel” – Oh Pep!


      	hard as rocks and nails underneath

      	“Complicated” – Heavens to Betsy


      	how strange it is to be anything at all

      	“In the Aeroplane Over the Sea” – Neutral Milk Hotel


      	come on (let’s get complicated)

      	“American Mercurial” – The World/Inferno Friendship Society


      	hell is full of faithless hearts

      	“The Apple Was Eve” – The World/Inferno Friendship Society


      	all i need is a ladder (i want to touch your sky)

      	“Heavy” – Tegan and Sara


      	there’ll never be enough of us

      	“Buzzcut Season” – Lorde


      	some day we’ll both wake up for good

      	“Alpha Rats Nest” – the Mountain Goats


      	the ones you light your fires to keep away

      	“Tinker Tailor Soldier Sailor Rich Man Poor Man Beggar Man Thief” – Radiohead


      	all my wishes one day will be true

      	“Ease My Mind” – Big Wreck


      	a land of holidays

      	Welcome Crummy Mystics – Frankie Sparo


      	i am in love with you, it is my only grace

      	“a few words for the firing squad (radiation)” – Run the Jewels


      	the longest wavelength

      	“Anything We Want” – Fiona Apple


      	life don’t get stranger than this

      	“Ladies and Gentlemen We Are Floating in Space” – Spiritualized


      	use our eyes, throw our hands overboard

      	“The Louvre” – Lorde


      	help is just around the corner (for us)

      	“Help is Round the Corner” – Coldplay


      	and all that we’ve been through

      	“Wicked Ways” – Garbage


      	(as close as) how close i wanna get

      	“Moving In” – Speedy Ortiz


      	the pain pays our dues

      	“Tattoos” – Frank Turner


      	pale green things

      	“Pale Green Things” – the Mountain Goats
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