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Book One: Love/Hate

Prologue
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​Love wasn’t quite sure when facing down a ten foot tall beast with glowing red eyes contrasting its emerald scales, and teeth and claws as long as her arm, had become normal, but she found herself nothing but calm as the dropship approached the creature in question.

The air became acrid with smoke as they approached, a dumpster from an adjacent alley aflame.

The creature reared its head, filling the wide street with its body as it stretched to its full height, its eyes scanning the second story windows of the buildings on either side of it.

After a couple of moments, the creature’s jaw stretched open, revealing an array of vicious teeth before a plume of fire erupted from its throat.

“A Dragon,” Love muttered to herself. Dragons were perhaps one of the most common creatures they faced, but this one was particularly large.

Not that size mattered to her powers, but she wondered how it had gotten over the walls protecting the city.

“You ready?” Serenity asked her, drawing Love from her thoughts as she readied her headphones.

Love smiled at the dark-skinned beauty before giving her a quick kiss.

“Now I am,” she said.

Serenity smiled back as she put her earbuds into place, blocking out the world around her so that she could focus on remaining calm.

Their powers were emotion-based, after all, and any slip in battle could be fatal.

“You two are sickening,” Hate muttered, but Love continued to smile, refusing to take it personally.

After all, Hate had to focus on her emotion as much as the others. Love almost pitied her for that.

“You two focus on subduing it,” Vengeance said, rounding out the team. For only one creature, four of them should be enough. Even if that creature was a genetically engineered monstrosity from beyond the stars. “Hate and I will blast it until it goes down, but you two need to make sure that it doesn’t attack any civilians. I swear, they’re getting into the city more and more...”

Love had to admit that he was right, but decided to focus on the task at hand, placing her mask over her face so that no one on the street would recognise her. Not that she had much of a life outside of her work to protect, but what she did have was worth preserving. “We can wonder about why it’s here when we get back to the Tower,” she told him. “For now, let’s just make sure it can’t hurt anyone.”

Vengeance nodded, putting on his own mask as the dropship lowered into the street, the wide road just barely giving enough room for the oval ship to land so that the Aspects could jump down from the large open door on the side.

As soon as they landed, the creature turned to glare at them.

Almost as if it knew why they were there.

Serenity, unable to hear any instruction given to her, moved as far from the monster as she dared. As long as she could see it, she could use her abilities to neutralise the creature’s flames, but if it rounded on her, her concentration would likely break, and her powers would be useless.

Love didn’t move as far back. While the creature didn’t need to see Serenity for her powers to work, Love needed it to be paying attention to her.

It was more dangerous, but if Love could get her powers to work, she wouldn’t just neutralise the creature’s fire attacks. She would be able to send it away.

At least, theoretically. She'd only actually managed it a handful of times...

But with Serenity so close, her powers were at their strongest, and she had nothing to fear.

Within a few moments, it was clear that Serenity’s powers were taking effect, the creature no longer able to spit flame at the street.

It halted, confused, and Love made her way towards the creature, focusing her mind on Serenity.

On her laugh.

On her smile.

On the way she'd given Love hope again...

“It’s okay, you don’t have to attack us,” she told the creature softly. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

She could see her powers taking effect as the creature cocked its head in curiosity at her, like an oversized cat.

“It’s okay. I’m a friend.”

She took another step forward, expecting the creature to bow its head, as they always did.

Except it didn’t.

Large claws swiped through the air, gouging out a side of the building Serenity was standing under.

“Serenity!” Love cried out, spinning around to see her girlfriend dodge stone debris.

Debris and a body that the creature had flung from inside the building, lifeless silver-lilac eyes staring back at Love.

By the time she realised that she'd turned her back on the creature, it was too late.

​
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Claire bolted awake with a scream.

There was no rush to see what was wrong. After all, nightmares weren’t uncommon for her.

Even nightmares of the monsters that prowled the wastes.

After a few minutes – presumably enough time to galvanise herself properly – there was a knock at Claire’s thick, wooden door and she didn’t have to ask to know that her best friend, Lindsay, stood beyond.

“I’m fine,” Claire called. “Just a nightmare. You can go back to sleep.”

The door opened, regardless.

Lindsay entered, rubbing her eyes. The movement of her hand caused her jet black curls to bounce around her flawless black skin.

Claire couldn’t help but envy her. Her own, slightly lighter skin was littered with spots, and she detested the feel of makeup.

Despite her evident exhaustion, Lindsay was fully dressed, answering why she'd taken so long to respond to Claire’s scream.

“It’s almost seven,” Lindsay said, closing the door behind her. “The dining hall will be open for breakfast soon. If we don’t want to be the last ones on the bus, we should make an attempt to get there early.”

Claire nodded as she pulled herself out of her thick, red duvet. “Right. I forgot. The skating trip.”

Lindsay nodded with a groan. “I don’t know who thought it was a good idea to put my dyspraxic arse on ice...”

Claire couldn’t help but smile. “You’ll be fine. I’ll show you the ropes.”

“How can we have the same developmental conditions and yet you’re so good with this stuff?”

Claire shrugged. “I guess I’m just a natural ballerina, which comes with good balance.”

Lindsay shook her head as she walked over to the wooden desk at the other end of the room and turned on Claire’s terminal. The plastic machine was about the only sign of modernity in the room. St Cecelia’s lay in the heart of the city, where the old buildings had been preserved beyond all else. Buildings made from more advanced materials were better for keeping out the monsters, but the people of the city clung to the old architecture. Even if the world had changed beyond recognition in the last two centuries, people kept what they could.

As the terminal activated, Lindsay switched it over to a news broadcast, the sound filling the room through the well-hidden speakers behind the red and gold patterned wallpaper over the walls.

Claire frowned. She never watched the news, and she was sure Lindsay didn’t either.

“Have you seen this?” Lindsay asked, nodding to the screen.

Claire looked, only for her stomach to turn to ice as she watched shaky, hand-held footage of a creature swiping its claws at an all-too-familiar woman.

She wore a fluffy pink dress over white leggings, short enough for her to still have freedom of movement, and one of the all-encompassing facemasks of the Aspects.

With the mask on, Claire couldn’t see her face, but that made it no less horrific when one of the claws swiped across her neck, cleaving her head from her body.

Claire’s hand went to her neck, the echoes of dreams reverberating in the back of her mind.

She turned away from the terminal, heading to her wardrobe, the thick wooden door stiff to open.

“They shouldn’t broadcast that kind of thing,” Claire said sharply. “It’s horrific.”

Lindsay just shrugged. “Maybe they shouldn’t, but you can’t deny that it grabs people’s attention. Especially since now they’ll be looking for a new Aspect of Love.”

Claire quickly pulled a T-shirt over her head, but she didn’t miss the way her friend looked over to the mirror on the far wall.

Claire had seen that same look on enough of the other girls’ faces every time an Aspect died to know what it meant.

Lindsay was cursing her dark brown eyes. A sign that she was fully Human, and carried none of the alien blood that would make her eligible to be the next Aspect.

Claire couldn’t help but glance to her own eyes in the mirror after that. They weren’t the shining silver colour that would indicate Rena blood, but they also didn’t seem entirely Human.

No, they were a silver-lilac colour. During the first doctor’s appointment she remembered, her doctor had commented that it might be the result of Rena genes becoming weaker over the centuries since the handful of aliens had come to earth to save humanity from the genetically engineered creatures that had arrived before them.

If her eyes were a result of Rena genes, she hoped that they weren’t enough to get her declared as an Aspect.

While most others at St Cecilia’s Academy seemed to want nothing more, Claire had never seen the appeal.

After all, Aspects died rather frequently. And this Aspect of Love had lasted more than most of her predecessor’s, even at only six months.

No, a short life of hunting down monsters was the last thing Claire wanted.

She quickly pulled on the last of her clothes before turning to Lindsay. “Come on, let’s go before we’re late.”

​~
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“I HAVE A HEADACHE,” Lindsay groaned as they left the bus.

“I thought you took your travel sickness tablet before we left,” Claire said.

“I did! It must be the sun. It’s too bright today.”

Claire had to agree with that. The sun was out in full force, making Claire feel a little faint.

She cursed herself for forgetting her sunglasses.

“All right,” Madame Sanderson called to the group. “We’re going to split up into two groups. One will go skating first, and the others will head to the slopes.”

Claire twirled her plait in her hands, careful to not let her long dark hair fall out of the bobble holding all of it.

“First half of the register down to... Amy Nettle, you’re skating first.”

Claire grinned. “Yeah. Fist-bump for same team.”

Lindsay completed the gesture before they headed down to get their skates. Thankfully, the shoe collection was quiet, so their classmates were the only ones with them. Claire was the last to finish lacing up her boots, but Lindsay stuck around.

“You ready to head out?” Claire asked as she carefully stood up, the blades on the bottom of her shoes balancing on the rubber mats covering the floor.

“No,” Lindsay replied, pouting a little. “Also, you might have to help me up.”

Claire offered her hands, though Lindsay took her wrists, keeping her friend steady as she wobbled to her feet.

“There, see, this isn’t so bad.”

“Speak for yourself.”

Lindsay took small steps as she carefully tried to navigate out to the ice. Claire waited patiently for her friend, helping her to keep her footing.

As soon as they reached the edge of the rink, Lindsay clutched onto the edge. Claire let her hand skim along it momentarily, but she quickly found her balance.

“You can skate ahead,” Lindsay assured her. “I’m not going to be comfortable leaving the edge for a while.”

Claire nodded. “I’ll just do a few circuits,” she promised before skating off. By the end of her first lap, she'd mastered her balance, gliding easily. She was a little tempted to try and mimic the basic twirls she'd seen the skaters do on the ice dancing show she liked, but she knew better than to try without an instructor.

She returned to Lindsay after three circuits. Her friend had barely made it halfway around the rink, clutching to the side the whole time.

“You’re never going to get anywhere like that,” Claire told her, flexing her fingers as they started to go numb thanks to the artificial cold.

“I don’t want to go anywhere except to the cafe at the other end of the rink. Do you think Miss would catch us if we sneaked off for coffee?”

Claire shrugged. “We can just say we were overloaded.”

They made it to the cafe slowly, but they made it without their teacher noticing nonetheless.

As soon as Claire’s boot made contact with the rubber mat, she heard a blood chilling screech that she'd only ever heard over the TV before.

“No, it can’t...” Lindsay gasped.

She was quickly answered by a loud thud above them, followed by the sound of falling roof tiles. The screams of her fellow students told her that there was indeed a monster on top of the building.

Claire skated back out to the rink to get a closer look, grabbing one of the ski poles as she went. She wasn’t suicidal, she just knew that she was going to have a hard time getting her shoes off and would be quicker on the ice with them on.

She quickly turned to face the monster as she reached the other end of the rink, staying clear of the edge as people were still using it to get themselves off the ice. It was a large, reptilian beast, with spikes running down from its head to its tail and large claws. It had scales ranging from a deep crimson to bright yellow and despite frantically looking over the creature, Claire couldn’t see an area of vulnerability. Her ski pole wasn’t going to help her if it couldn’t penetrate the scales.

She looked around and saw that most people seemed to be getting out of the way quickly but she spotted a young boy on his knees in the middle of the rink, struggling to get up.

Claire skated over to him. “Need a hand?”

“Thanks,” the boy said as Claire helped him to his feet, struggling to keep both of their balance while not dropping her improvised weapon.

As they moved to the side, Claire saw two people seemingly appear out of nowhere. One was a young woman, wearing black cargo pants with a black turtle-neck and black military boots. Though the most obvious feature was the jet black mask obscuring her entire face. It was the same as the masks that the Aspects wore. The man with her, Claire instantly recognised by the white ponytail as Vengeance. Making the woman Hate.

“Vengeance?” Hate asked.

He shook his head. “No,” he replied with an accent Claire couldn’t place. “It hasn’t hurt anyone yet.”

“Remind me why we told the others we could handle this?”

“Because they’re grieving, which is weakness to all but we three.”

Claire helped the boy onto the side, where he began to pull his skates off. She, however, left hers on, her grip tightening around the ski pole in her hand. She looked around the rink again, wondering who the third Aspect was. After a few moments, she saw a boy standing in the middle of the running crowd with the same mask on. He looked much younger than the other two, thanks to him being much shorter than the other Aspects and very thin, with milky white skin and sandy blond hair, though it was hard to tell through his mask. He was standing straight, his head turned to face the monster, though after a moment, his mask turned to face her, sending a chill down her spine. 

She straightened her back and turned her attention back to the monster, who was now spitting fire at the Aspects, who were moving quickly so as not to lose their footing on the melting ice.

“Hate? Now would be a good time for you to dig deep.”

“I’m trying!” Hate bit back, and Claire imagined that she wore a frown beneath her mask. Hate threw her arm out after a moment, a bolt of black lightning extending from her hand to hit the side of the beast.

Vengeance drew a crossbow at that and began firing at the beast, though none of his shots penetrated its scales.

Claire turned her attention back to the cafe, trying to see whether or not Lindsay managed to get out.

She hadn’t. A second beast had somehow arrived unnoticed and was making its way across the cafe, stalking Lindsay.

Claire looked over and saw that the Aspects hadn’t noticed the second monster. She knew that she should yell to them but her jaw was wired shut, her words lost in the rush of adrenaline.

She had no choice. She skated quickly over to the cafe, dodging the melted ice patches the first creature had made. Her grip on the ski pole tightened as she remembered back to the sports day last year. After the 2208 Olympics, she’d had a slight fascination with the javelin and had learnt enough to earn her the first place ribbon. The problem was the creature’s scales.

As she approached, the monster turned to look at her with glowing orange eyes and she realised what she had to do. Making sure to stay steady on her skates, she launched the ice pole into the air and, through some stroke of luck, it struck the creature right through the eye.

The monster gave a pained screech before collapsing, blood squirting forth to coat Claire.

She turned as she felt a thud on the ice behind her. The creature from the roof had landed, looking for the other one to respond to its call.

Claire had no weapon left, but she was acutely aware of Lindsay cowering in the corner behind her. She refused to move, staring the creature down. She figured that she could be a distraction until the Aspects defeated the creature, keeping it from getting to her friend.

Instead of moving to attack, the creature just stared back at her, cocking its head a little and, for a moment, seemed almost cute, rather than deadly.

That lasted all of two seconds before she heard a shout of “Get down!”

The monster hissed at the sound as Claire looked for the source, only to get knocked down to the ground a moment later.

As the shock of being tackled wore off, Claire realised that it was Hate who had knocked her to the ice, though thankfully she hadn’t hurt anything on her way down.

She looked over Hate’s shoulder to see that the monster was convulsing, orange blood pouring from its eyes and mouth as it thrashed around in a way that would have probably led to it striking her if Hate hadn’t pulled her away. A second later, Hate struck out with a bolt of black lightning, finishing the job.

As it collapsed, Claire was faced with Hate, who, surprisingly, pulled off her mask to reveal a girl around her age, with sparkling dark silver eyes, that likely would have been almost black if not for her Rena genes, and deadly sharp cheekbones that belonged on a glossy magazine cover.

Hate regarded her closely for a few moments with an expression Claire couldn’t decipher.

And then, she smiled, and Claire couldn’t help but smile back. The smile coupled with the after-battle rush of serotonin to make her feel all warm and fuzzy, every place their skin lightly brushed up against each other burning with heat as Claire suddenly found her breath catching.

“That was... impressive,” Hate told her, not moving from above her.

Claire shrugged as best as she could in her position, trying to remain nonchalant as she struggled to maintain eye contact. “I’m good at fighting.”

“That much is clear,” she said, her smile widening. “Thanks for the assist.”

“No problem,” Claire replied, a little breathlessly.

“Hate?” Vengeance called, approaching. “We need to get back. The others will be missing us.”

Hate’s smile immediately disappeared as she replaced her mask before climbing to her feet. “Yeah, you’re right,” she said before turning back to Claire and offering her a hand.

Claire took it, getting smoothly back to her feet. 

“See you around?” Hate asked.

“Yeah,” Claire replied, though she couldn’t help but twist her hair in her hands as the Aspects left, pretty sure that she would never see Hate again. The thought caused a pit to form in her stomach that felt pretty ridiculous after such a brief conversation. But then, none of Claire’s previous crushes had made any sense either.

She moved over to Lindsay and started signing instead of talking. Her words still weren’t quite past short answers to direct questions yet and Lindsay struggled with auditory processing when she was stressed.

“Are you okay?”

Lindsay shook her head, pointing to her arm. She had a large gash down it.

“Anywhere else?”

Lindsay pointed to her leg. The blade of her left skate seemed to have caught her right leg while she was moving away, but it was just a scratch.

“That it?”

Lindsay nodded.

“Girls?” Claire heard Madame Sanderson call from the door.

“Here,” Claire called back, just as she would answer a register.

“Oh, thank God,” she said, moving over to them. “Are you okay?”

Claire pointed to Lindsay’s wounds.

“Wait here. I’ll get the nurse.”

​
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Claire tried not to think about the fact that Lindsay wasn’t speaking to her as she concentrated on her striking drills. Lindsay was still struggling with what had happened a few days before and Claire knew that her presence was just a reminder. It still hurt, though.

“I think that’s enough for today,” her instructor said to them, and Claire was less than thankful for the reprieve. In truth, the monsters had rattled her as well.

She turned, only to see Hate standing in the doorway as everyone left. Her mask was noticeably absent and Claire wondered if the masks allowed them to move around the city freely while not fighting. She’d never really thought about what the Aspects did in their free time, besides give occasional interviews to trashy magazines. 

Not that Claire read such things... At least, not much...

Hate was wearing tight black jeans, with the same boots as last time, and a red tank top with a black leather jacket over it. Claire could feel heat rising to her face as she tucked a few loose strands of hair behind her ear.

“Hey,” she greeted, trying not to be shy.

“Hey,” Hate replied, smiling a little. 

“Checking up on me, Hate?”

Her eyes darted a little. “You probably shouldn’t be calling me that in public.”

“Then what should I call you?”

That stopped her dead in her tracks. “Oh, um... Huh. You know, I’ve never had to give a name before.”

“Well, what was your name before you became an Aspect?”

Hate’s gaze dropped a little. “We’re not really supposed to use our old names anymore...”

“Well, I have to call you something,” Claire figured.

“I guess just stick with Hate and... I don’t know... Try to keep it quiet?”

Claire nodded. “So, are you just here to check on me?”

“I... Well, kind of,” Hate admitted with a sheepish smile. “I was actually... I was wondering if you liked coffee.”

Claire frowned, a little confused by the question. “Just in general or...?”

“With me, specifically. I mean, I was wondering if you wanted to go. With me. For coffee.”

“Now?” Claire asked.

“Well, I mean... If you’re free.”

“Give me five minutes to shower?” Claire asked, cursing a little as the words left her mouth. She knew she was going to need more than five minutes. Her fine motor skills meant that she took a little longer than most to get clothes on and off. She hoped that there was still some of that dry shower left in the can in her locker.

“Of course,” Hate replied.

Claire hurried to the locker room, thankful to find a half-full can of dry shower. She sprayed herself vigorously before throwing her light grey zipper hoodie over her sports bra.

“Ready to go?” Hate asked as she arrived.

“Yeah,” Claire told her as they headed out of the community centre.

“So, you’re deadly with a make-shift spear and you spend your after-school hours practising Baguazhang? And here I thought my combat skills were impressive.”

Claire shrugged, folding her arms with embarrassment. “I’m pretty sure that throwing that ice pole was a fluke.”

“Then what’s the story behind the Baguazhang?”

“Don’t I get a question now?” Claire asked, in an effort to change the subject as they walked through the park, towards the high street.

“Technically, I’ve only asked the one, but okay.”

“What combat skills do you have?”

“All of the Aspects learn Krav Maga to help us in battle.”

Claire frowned. “And that actually helps against monsters?”

Hate sighed. “All you’ve seen is the Dragon. The Aspects learnt their lesson after the Death Flora.”

“Death Flora?”

“Yeah. It’s got this flower thing on top which gives off mind-control spores. Rena and Half-Bloods are immune but Humans go feral and start attacking everything. But usually we then specialise in a weapon as well for dealing with the rest of the monsters. I like my unggeom. My hate manifests as this sort of electricity, though I guess you saw that last week, and I can channel it through the blade.”

“But you didn’t have it last week?”

She sighed. “I didn’t think I’d need it. So close to Love’s death... my hatred for the monsters should have been at an all-time high...”

“I’m sorry,” Claire said. Death was always a touchy subject, she knew.

Hate shrugged. “It’s fine. So, my turn with a question. Isn’t St Cecilia’s an arts academy?”

Claire nodded, making a hum of agreement.

“So, why do you go there? What’s your art?”

“Technically that’s two questions.”

Hate raised an eyebrow and Claire couldn’t help but smile.

“Okay, fine,” she conceded. “I’m a ballet dancer.”

“A bad-ass ballerina? I can’t say that I expected that.”

Claire shrugged. “So, what do you do for fun? Or do you just brood?”

Hate let out a bark of laughter. “I swear, I don’t brood that much. Just enough to keep my power level up.”

“Your power level?”

“Yeah. I am the literal embodiment of Hate, so my power works better when I hate stuff.”

“Like what?”

She shrugged. “When I was younger, I used myself as a target a lot. Then Empathy practically pleaded with me to stop a couple of years ago. Now I just fixate on small annoyances. Currently, I hate the local burger place for not selling mozzarella sticks all of the time.”

“That I can definitely get behind,” Claire told her. “But then, I’ve been told that I’m a cynical person, so I guess hating things just comes naturally.”

Hate grinned at that, though it faded after a moment and she looked a little sheepish. “In all honesty... I’m not even supposed to be here. We’re supposed to avoid our opposite emotion and, well, for me that means not going on anything resembling a...”

“A date?” Claire asked, realising where she was going.

“I wasn’t going to use the word,” Hate said, sheepishly. “I was trying to be all cool and casual.”

Claire couldn’t help but grin. “Says the girl who is breaking all of the rules to be here with me.”

“I know, I just... I didn’t want to come across as... creepy, I guess...”

“Says the girl who tracked me down without so much as a name to go by.”

“You’re not helping!” Hate protested with a groan.

Claire’s grin widened as she twirled in front of Hate and gave her just the barest of pecks, barely brushing her lips.

Hate’s face was going a dark pink as Claire pulled away.

“I was really hoping that we would meet again,” Claire told her, more than a little surprised by her own confidence, though the way her heart seemed to be tugging itself out of her chest to get to the girl in front of her might have contributed.

“I... We should definitely do that again,” Hate told her. “And again. And again.”

“Coffee first,” Claire told her, moving back to her side. “I haven’t slept all week.”

“You having nightmares from the fight?” Hate asked and Claire couldn’t help but be touched by the concern in her voice.

“No, actually. My friend isn’t doing so well, though, and I’m worried about her. The stress is causing insomnia.”

“That sucks.”

Claire shrugged. “I’m used to it. I can’t sleep if they so much as change the lunch menu to food I don’t like. Just one of the annoying side effects of being Autistic.”

She waited with slightly baited breath. Some people reacted negatively to the A-word. Some people just pitied her or told her “Oh! My ex-boyfriend had a brother with autism!” before spewing out a bunch of misinformation, some of which was quite hurtful.

“Tell me about it,” Hate gushed. “I have this really annoying habit of going into hyperfocus in the evening. No sleep for me.”

“Wait, you’re...”

“ADHD,” Hate clarified.

Claire grinned. “Fist-bump for neuro-cousins!”

Hate joined in with the gesture, sporting a grin of her own as they entered the coffee shop. Claire had been letting Hate steer her and was glad that she'd picked her favourite place.

“So, what do you do for fun?” Claire asked as they waited in line. “You didn’t say before.”

“Oh, I’m pretty good with oil pastels,” she replied, ducking her head a little sheepishly. “That’s usually what sends me into hyperfocus.”

“Awesome.”

“So, what do you do outside of classes?”

Claire shrugged. “I mostly watch TV and mess about online.”

“Oh yeah? What shows do you watch?”

Claire twisted her hair in her hand, sheepishly. “I’ve been watching that ice dancing reality show recently.”

“Is that why you were at the ice rink?”

“No, that was just a school trip. A reward for not getting detention all year.”

Hate snorted. “I’m pretty sure if I had to go to school, I would be in detention all of the time.”

“I’ll admit, there were a couple of close calls.”

“How’d you get out of them?”

“Lying, mostly.”

Hate smirked as she reached the front of the queue. “Hazelnut latte with whipped cream, please,” she said before turning to Claire. “What do you want?”

“Filter coffee, please.”

“Really?”

Claire shrugged. “I’ll put milk in it to cool it down first.”

Claire reached into her pocket to bring out her card, but Hate waved her hand away.

“The best thing about fighting monsters without choice is that the government covers your expenses.”

Claire frowned but nodded, putting her card back. “Fine, but I’ll get the next one.”

“Okay. I assume you must not be hurting for cash if you go to St Cecilia’s.”

Claire’s gaze dropped to the floor as she shrugged. “I... Yeah. I get an allowance until I’m eighteen.”

Claire was glad for the distraction of their coffees arriving. She followed Hate to go and sit in the corner booth, more than happy to sit with their knees just barely touching as they got to know each other.

​~
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CLAIRE WAS LATER THAN she expected in getting back to the Academy. Hate had been called away on Aspect business, so she'd walked back alone, practically skipping as she went. She was cutting it close for curfew, she knew, so she hurried a little. She didn’t like being out at night anyway. Monster attacks were much more likely when the sun went down, even with the artificial lights keeping the streets from darkness.

“You’re cutting it fine,” Madame Hilton, the elderly groundskeeper, told her as she slipped through the gate that Madame Hilton had been in the process of shutting.

“I know,” Claire said, doing her best to look apologetic.

Madame Hilton just gave her usual grunt. “You want to be careful out at night. There have been some worries about security.”

Claire raised an eyebrow. “Worries about security? Like what?”

Madame Hilton shook her head. “Nothing you need to worry about.” She was never one for gossip. In fact, she was rarely one for talking to students, apart from yelling at them. But she'd been impressed with how respectful Claire had been when she'd first arrived, which Claire found vaguely amusing. All she’d done was say “Excuse me, sorry,” when she'd almost bumped into her. Though it was true that most of the students came from wealthy families and had a sense of entitlement about them. They set a low bar for being polite to the teachers, never mind the rest of the staff.

“Is it monsters?” Claire asked, folding her arms over her chest, holding herself like she might break.

She doubted it was monsters. The academy had large, thick walls which would protect the students more than easily in the event of an attack, even if they were brick instead of Rena metals. But Madame Hilton knew about the events that had led to Claire attending the academy and would most likely tell her the truth if she thought she was concerned about the past repeating itself.

Madame Hilton shook her head. “You don’t need to worry about that, ma chérie. This school can stand a few of those beasts. No, our problem is Human in nature. The security cameras have noticed the same man lingering around, just outside the campus.”

“Ew.”

“Exactly.”

“Have they called the police?”

“No. They don’t want to risk any negative publicity. The next time he’s spotted on the cameras, I’ll go and have a word with him. If he doesn’t leave for good, then we’ll call the cops.”

Claire nodded, feeling mildly unsettled.

“Now, go on. Shoo. If you don’t sign in before curfew, your outside privileges will be revoked.”

Claire did as she was told and hurried in. There was no way she was getting trapped in the Academy while Hate was outside.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Claire rocked back and forth on her heels, twisting her plait between her fingers. Her school uniform felt too tight and had far too many buttons, digging into her skin and driving her mad.

“Claire,” her teacher said with their usual sighing tone.

“Madame.”

“Your history grades are slipping.”

“Am I failing?”

“No, but-”

“It’s not a core subject.” Claire felt her anxiety blossom into a horrible pit in her stomach as she realised that she'd cut off the teacher in her haste to make her point.

Her history teacher, Madame Borde, glared at her. “That doesn’t mean it’s not important.”

Claire frowned. She didn’t attend St Cecilia’s to learn history. She attended because their ballet program matched her skill level. The only requirement she had to meet in her academics was to get Cs in English and Maths, and three other subjects. She had mid-level Cs in English, maths and science, a high C in drama and she was even scraping a B in textiles. She was barely scraping a C in the rest of her subjects, and they periodically dropped down to Ds, but she didn’t care. She only needed five.

Madame Borde knew all of this. And yet she liked to keep up the pretence that Claire needed to pass her class.

“Madame, I’m just not good at remembering all of these facts. My brain’s not wired for it.”

“Nonsense. You remember plenty of things just fine.”

Claire did her best not to sigh. Sometimes it seemed as if people deliberately misunderstood her whenever it suited their needs.

“I want you to retake this test.”

“But Madame,” Claire protested, “I don’t need to get a higher grade. I’m happy with this D and I still have a C overall in this class.”

Madame Borde shook her head. “Now, come on, Claire. It’s not admirable to settle when you’re capable of more.”

Claire wanted to spit and argue, but she knew that it would do no good.

“All right, I’ll take the test again. Please may I be excused now?”

“You may.”

It took everything Claire had not to storm up to her dorm room.

​~
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“SHE JUST DOESN’T UNDERSTAND how little I care!” Claire yelled at the terminal in her room while standing off to the side, out of the view of the camera, as she stripped off her restrictive uniform.

“She sounds awful,” Hate agreed from the other end of the call.

“It’s like, I honestly couldn’t care less and she’s all ‘you can do it’ and I’m like, yeah, sure, technically I could, but then I’d probably drop a grade in Maths or, you know, a subject that actually matters.”

“She probably thinks history should be easy for you compared to maths.”

“What, because of my dyscalculia? You’re probably right... It’s like, she doesn’t get that I’m only good at remembering special-interest-y stuff. Which, right now, is elaborate cakes. Not exactly helpful to studying the Fall.”

“I don’t know. Did the Rena not introduce new cake styles when they arrived?”

Claire grinned as she pulled on a soft, red linen dress over soft black leggings. It was much less obtrusive than her uniform. She moved back into view of the terminal, dropping down onto her desk chair. “Even if they did, I don’t think it will be on the test.”

“Urgh...”

“I know, right? Be glad you don’t have to do school anymore. It’s the worst.”

Hate’s smile seemed to fade a little and Claire was suddenly gripped with panic. Had she said something wrong? What was it? How could she fix it?

“Hey,” Hate eventually said, her smile back, “can you leave the Academy right now? We can meet up and have a study date. I’m sure, between the two of us, we can figure out how to make the Fall interesting.”

“I don’t know... I’m thinking about purposefully failing this time, just to show her,” Claire joked. “But, sure. I probably can’t afford the trouble.”

Hate grinned. “I’ll meet you at the cafe in ten. Bring your textbook.”

​~
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CLAIRE ENTERED THE cafe to see that Hate already had a table. In front of her were two cups of coffee, one plain black while the other was covered in whipped cream, and a selection of sandwiches, cakes and scones.

“Are you planning on feeding an army?” Claire asked as she put her bag down.

Hate shrugged. “From what I remember of it, studying makes me hungry. Also, I wasn’t sure what you’d want. At first, I just bought a few cakes, but then I realised that you might not have had anything for tea, so I got a bunch of savoury things as well. I don’t know what your sensory things are when it comes to food, so I just got a bunch of things.”

“I don’t like tomatoes,” Claire said as she sat down. “Or anything mushy. It has to be either solid or liquid.”

“What about thick liquids, like custard or ketchup? Or does ketchup fall under tomatoes?”

“Ketchup is fine. Custard’s fine too, as long as it’s not lumpy.”

Hate nodded. “Good to know. So, what’s this test on?”

“Everything to do with the Fall.”

Hate sighed. “Do you think in another two hundred years people will stop caring about it?”

Claire shrugged as she pulled her textbook out of her bag. “Only if we reclaim the Wastelands.”

“Never going to happen.”

“Aw, really?”

“There are too many creatures out there now. We’d lose too many Aspects and any land we did reclaim would be indefensible without walls like the cities have.”

“They could build walls.”

“Not fast enough.”

Claire sighed. “Well, that’s a downer.”

“Yeah, well, that’s why we’re not too open with that estimation,” Hate said before eating a tiny treacle tart. “Mmm, you should try one of these.”

Claire did as Hate suggested but found the small treat a little too sweet for her. She drank some of her coffee to drown out the sugar. “The test was a couple of questions, followed by an essay on the impact the Fall had on economic practises.”

Hate frowned. “Okay, I know nothing about that.”

Claire shrugged. “It’s something to do with taxes and socialism...”

“Socialism?”

“Yeah, I have no idea either. Apparently the remaining cities became more socialist after the fall, but I have no idea what that means. There was an essay question on the exam I failed asking me to compare it to what happened to the economic recovery of some old place called Britain after a different war. Double-U, Double-U, I, I?”

Hate frowned. “That might be World War II, but you lost me with Britain. I never learned the old country names.”

Claire sighed. “I know, right? Why bother? Everything works now, so why do I need to know how it got this way?”

“Well, you know what they say. Those who don’t learn from the past are doomed to repeat it.”

“I’m doomed to repeat the changes in economic policy following the Fall?”

“Well, not you. But, you know, people collectively.”

“But not me. Learning this doesn’t help me to become a better ballerina. It doesn’t even help me pass this year of school.”

Hate gave her a reassuring smile. “Come on, between the two of us, we can probably figure it out.”

Claire gave a hum of reluctant agreement as she smothered a cheese scone with strawberry jam. It was the only sweet thing she liked. “In all honesty, I’d much rather learn about the arrival of the Rena and the Aspects. That would be way more interesting.”

“Ha, yeah, probably. But it would also be way more depressing.”

“Depressing?”

“Well, yeah. It’s not as if Aspects have particularly long lifespans or anything. Or, well, average lifespans, even. It’s all a lot of death, followed by more death.”

Her tone was bright, and she was still smiling, but there was something not right about it. Claire tapped her hand against her thigh as she tried to figure out what it was. “It can’t all be that bad,” she figured.

Hate shook her head. “Sorry, just ignore me. Things have been weird back at the Tower ever since Love died. Serenity in particular has been...” She shook her head again. “Sorry. You don’t want to listen to me complain at you.”

Claire gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s not as if you haven’t been listening to me complain about my History test all afternoon.”

“Yeah, I know, but that’s just... It’s normal. It’s a normal, everyday complaint that most people our age have.”

“And you think yours isn’t?”

Hate let out a soft laugh, though there was no humour in it. “Claire, one of my friends was ripped in half by a monster. While I watched.”

“You’re not the only one who has lost people to the monsters,” Claire admitted, her voice barely above a whisper as she stared at her coffee.

Hate frowned at her a little. “Who did you lose?”

“My mother.”

“I’m sorry.”

Claire shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. It was five years ago and I don’t even remember. The police found me after the Aspects had been and gone. They took me to the hospital and looked after me while they sorted through my mother’s will.”

“Her will? Where was your father?”

Claire made a humming noise to indicate that she didn’t know. “I don’t just not remember the attack. I don’t remember anything before it, either. Some kind of response to trauma or something. The police tried to find my father but there were no records anywhere. My mother’s will just left money for tuition and board at St Cecilia’s.

“Anyway,” she continued, finally lifting her gaze from the coffee in front of her, “my point is that you might be an Aspect, but we all live with the monsters. You just see them more often than most.”

“Yeah, no... I guess you’re right...” Hate said with a smile, shaking her head, as if to indicate that she just wanted to forget how silly she'd been.

“So, you guys haven’t found the new Love yet?” Claire had intended it to be a change of subject, but realised too late that it probably wasn’t far enough.

Hate shrugged. “Not yet.”

“How long does it usually take?”

“The average is about a week, but sometimes it’s longer. It’s a really complicated process, so I don’t usually get involved with it. I just meet the new Aspect when they bring them to the Tower for the first time.”

“What do you think they’ll be like?”

“Hopefully they’ll be older.”

“Yeah, I have been thinking...”

“That I seem a little young?”

“Well, yeah,” Claire admitted. “I thought you’d all be in your twenties, or at least close to it.”

“Well, I mean, Justice and Vengeance are twenty-one, but they’ve been Aspects for three years now. And the rest of us are younger. I’m not even the youngest at our Tower.”

“Really?”

“Empathy and Pain are only thirteen, and they’ve both been at the Tower longer than the rest of us. They were just kids when they were chosen.”

“Is that allowed?” Claire had to admit that she was shocked. She'd always assumed that being chosen as an Aspect was something that happened to adults, with the occasional exceptional teenager. She’d never considered that children might be chosen.

Hate shrugged as she drank some of her coffee. It must have been going cold by that point, Claire thought to herself.

“Whoever is chosen is chosen,” Hate explained. “Age isn’t taken into account, only potential.”

“That... sucks.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Though our Tower has skewed younger recently compared to the others. I just hope that the new Love will balance that out.”

“Hopefully,” Claire agreed.

Hate smiled for a moment, but it quickly faded as she started staring at her drink.

“Hey, are you okay?” Claire asked, concerned.

Hate responded with a defeated sigh. “I just... It’s not just how different our lives are that bothers me, Claire. I just... I’m not even supposed to be here right now. How long before you get sick of me having to sneak out to see you? I don’t know... I just... Part of me thinks that all we’re doing is causing ourselves pain in the future.”

Claire couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Hate, hon, we’re teenagers. Just thanks to the fact that neither of us are fully developed yet, I would never have assumed that we were in this for the long haul or anything.”

“That’s not exactly what I meant.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Claire was honestly confused. “I mean, all relationships end badly. They either end with a breakup or when one of the partners dies. Why are you worrying about the inevitable when we’re just starting out?”

Hate considered that for a moment or two. “That’s actually... A really good point.”

Claire grinned. “I’ve been known to make those occasionally.”

Hate grinned back at her. “Okay then. No more worrying from me. Let’s do this.”

Claire raised an eyebrow. “I mean, I thought we’d been doing it for the past week already.”

Hate gave her a sheepish look. “Yeah, but I spent that entire week swinging between thinking that I should call it off, and remembering how nice it was when we kissed.”

Claire pulled at her hair a little, dragging it across her face. “Nice, huh?”

“Yeah,” Hate replied with a blush. “Nice.”

​~
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CLAIRE REALLY WISHED that St Cecilia’s didn’t have a curfew.

No, she really wished that she could have Hate come up to her room with her, instead of having to say goodbye at the gate.

But, alas, that was never going to happen. Claire wondered how they would ever figure out time alone.

“That your girlfriend?” Madame Hilton asked as Hate turned the corner down the street, startling Claire, who hadn’t seen her approach.

“Yeah,” Claire replied, struggling to keep her voice even and utterly failing at keeping a large, ridiculous grin from her face. “She is.”

“She seems nice.”

“Yeah, she is.”

Madame Hilton nodded, seemingly happy with Claire’s response. “Sanderson was looking for you. She seemed up a height. Not that that’s unusual for her, but I wouldn’t keep her waiting.”

“I won’t,” Claire promised, running across the grass to reach the front entrance more quickly, despite Madame Hilton’s yell of protest.

Madame Sanderson was waiting in the foyer with another woman, who was tall and thin, with olive skin and black hair tied up in a bun. She was wearing a dark red dress with a black blazer and her silver eyes were covered by thick, black spectacles.

“Claire!” Madame Sanderson called, a little frantically, as she saw her. “I was getting worried. Where were you?”

“I met a friend to study,” she explained. “I signed out all afternoon.”

“I know, I saw, I just...” She indicated to the other woman. “This is Mademoiselle Bennett. Mademoiselle Bennett, this is Claire Misra, the student we were talking about.”

“Mademoiselle Misra,” Mademoiselle Bennett greeted, bowing her head a little.

“Mademoiselle Bennett.” Claire repeated the gesture, glad she hadn’t gone in for a handshake.

“As I said,” Madame Sanderson continued, turning back to Mademoiselle Bennett, “Claire’s mother left strict instructions. She is at this academy due to her extraordinary skill and her unique accommodations, that only we could meet to her mother’s satisfaction. Claire has opportunities here she would not have elsewhere.”

“Be that as it may,” Mademoiselle Bennett told her, though her eyes were seemingly stuck to Claire, “Claire is still the most viable candidate and I have the right to conscript anyone I see fit. Even a minor.”

“Excuse me,” Claire said, hoping she wasn’t being rude, “but what exactly is going on here?”

Mademoiselle Bennett gave her what seemed to be a sympathetic look. “My apologies. I am from the Aspect Program. You have been chosen, Claire. Our systems tell us that you are the most viable candidate to take Love’s place.”

Claire was sure that her auditory processing was messing up and that she'd misheard. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that, please?”

“You’re going to be the next Aspect of Love,” Mademoiselle Bennett told her.

“Right... But I don’t want to be.” Claire hoped that wasn’t rude. Her eyes were wide, she knew, and she hoped that was taken as a sign of innocence, rather than her usual frown being taken as a sign of rebellion.

Mademoiselle Bennett didn’t seem phased. “I suspected as much but I would ask you to at least consider it. No one else can be Love while you still live and if no one takes Love’s mantle, the rest of the Aspects will fall out of balance. The monsters will most likely overrun what we have managed to preserve and rebuild.”

Claire nodded, her words lost. The very thought of facing monsters terrified her. She'd managed it before because she'd focused on helping others. She couldn’t guarantee that she would always be able to do that. Signing up as Love was a death sentence. But then, if she didn’t, she would be dooming the whole world.

“Okay,” Claire eventually managed.

Mademoiselle Bennett smiled. “Good. I’ve had your things packed already. There’s a car waiting outside for us to take you to your new home.”

Claire just nodded numbly as she followed the woman in front of her, unable to even think of an alternate course of action.
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Claire had never seen the Aspect Tower up close before. It was on the edge of town and no one was allowed near it. The Rena hadn’t been welcomed by all of humanity, and some element of resistance still remained. Now, however, the large, white tower was more than a little intimidating as the car pulled up to it.

Mademoiselle Bennett opened the door once the car stopped, getting out and indicating for Claire to follow her. As they approached the front entrance of the building, the doors opened without any security measures and Claire wondered if the perimeter security was enough to make them feel secure.

She realised that wasn’t the case as they approached the front desk, a white machine vaguely resembling a woman behind the desk. The white surface, which seemed to be where the face should be, lit up with the familiar green light of biometric scanners as they approached.

“Mademoiselle Bennett. Love,” a robotic female voice greeted.

Claire couldn’t help but be slightly unsettled at the fact that they already had her biometrics. And the fact that the computer referred to her as Love.

“Would you like me to alert the Aspects to your arrival?”

“No thank you, Lita,” Mademoiselle Bennett said as she headed right past the desk, to the lift. “I want to settle Love in first.”

“Of course, Mademoiselle Bennett.”

As soon as they were in the lift, Mademoiselle Bennett hit the topmost button, labelled Control.

“So, you have a robot receptionist?” Claire asked, the silence getting to her.

“I am the Aspect Tower AI fragment,” Lita said over the speaker in the lift.

“AI fragment?” Claire asked as the lift reached the top floor.

She exited to see a large room filled with machinery. Most of it was exposed wires and black frames with silver metal and blinking lights jutting out. But then she looked a little closer and saw that there seemed to be organic matter threaded throughout. She shuddered, deciding that she definitely didn’t want to know more. She knew in theory that Rena had organic technology, but she was happier not knowing the details.

“How much do you know of the Rena?” Mademoiselle Bennett asked her as she walked to a large console, shaped like a semi-circle.

Claire shrugged. “They created the monsters through genetic experimentation as weapons. They thought they’d test them on Earth since they didn’t rate Humans as beings evolved enough to care about, but they figured we would give the monsters a good fight.

“A group of Rena didn’t agree with that decision and so they came to Earth to help us fight.”

“And now there are no more Rena,” Mademoiselle Bennett concluded. “Just their part-Human descendants.”

Claire tried not to smirk. She still wasn’t convinced that the Rena had no idea how the two species’ pheromones would affect each other. Why wouldn’t you want to save a species that looked nearly identical to yours if boning could pretty much be guaranteed when you were alone in a room together?

“So we get their powers, right?” Claire asked.

“Not quite. The Aspect powers aren’t entirely biological.” Mademoiselle Bennett moved over to the console and pressed a few buttons. 

A clear compartment rose up, out of the top of the console, showing some kind of mechanism that was attached to a wrist-strap. It was small, but Claire was mostly concerned by the wires with spiked ends which looked as if they would poke into her skin.

“This is the source of Love’s power,” Mademoiselle Bennett told her. “You, of course, have some innate ability, but not nearly enough to make a difference in battle. This amplifies that potential into very real power.”

Claire couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow, too distracted to worry about the meek persona she usually employed to stay out of trouble.

“I wouldn’t call making the enemy friendly for all of five minutes, if you’re lucky, ‘power’.”

“That all has to do with the ability of the Aspect to control their emotional state. Love is one of the hardest to cling to in the heat of battle, and so it is a difficult power to wield. But the systems think that you have the most potential to succeed.”

“Yeah, I don’t think you have the right girl there,” Claire told her, folding her arms.

“Because of what happened to you? To your family?”

Claire felt her teeth clench together and put effort into stopping them from grinding. She hated having to wear her mouth guard.

“Our systems are never wrong.”

“But what if they are? Even alien computers can glitch out.”

Mademoiselle Bennett removed the device from the console before passing it over to Claire.

“If you don’t have the ability then the device won’t be able to bond with you. It’s as simple as that.”

Claire nodded, taking the device and slipping it around her wrist with no hesitation. She was sure it wouldn’t work.

The wires around it started to twist and uncoil like tiny snakes. After a moment, they struck quickly, piercing her skin and causing her an intense flash of pain that seemed to last forever.

As the pain faded, she realised that the device was very firmly stuck to her arm, a glowing fuchsia bar across the middle.

“See?” Mademoiselle Bennett said without an ounce of smugness, for which Claire was thankful. “You’re the next Love.”

Claire groaned, shaking her head. “This thing doesn’t come off, does it?”

“Not until you die.”

Claire sighed. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

“This is not the curse you seem to think it is,” Mademoiselle Bennett assured her.

“Oh really? Because, as far as I’m aware, the life expectancy for the Aspect of Love isn’t exactly high.”

Mademoiselle Bennett gave her a pleasant smile. “Don’t worry, Love. I have no doubt that you’ll master this skill quickly.”

Claire folded her arms protectively across her chest. “I suppose I have to drop my name too?”

Mademoiselle Bennett nodded. “It is unwise to cling to anything from your past life. Even your name. You need to focus on the task at hand.”

“Killing monsters?”

“Exactly. The Aspects are the one true hope humanity has against the darkness.”

Claire - or Love she supposed now - thought that was just a poetic way of saying that she was little but a living weapon, but she kept that thought to herself.

“Come on, let’s go and meet the others.”

​~
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THE LIFT TOOK CLAIRE - Love, she reminded herself - and Mademoiselle Bennett to the communal floor and they entered without note, possibly because the Aspects were watching TV at the other end of the room. The TV itself was turned up extremely loud and many of the Aspects were yelling at it.

Claire stepped forward to get a better look at the TV. The camera was shaky and dancing between the combatants, but Claire recognised them after a few moments. Doubt and Confidence. They were based at the Tower in what used to be South Africa and were one of the rare opposite team-ups, where you rarely saw one without the other. Justice and Vengeance were the only other one Claire could think of. When it worked, they were the most powerful of teams, but when it didn’t work, their powers cancelled each other out, meaning that not many risked it.

“Come on!” Vengeance yelled at the screen, throwing his fist into the air.

“Will you please sit still?” the woman next to him asked and Claire frowned, sure that she was Mademoiselle Bennett.

“Sorry, Em,” Vengeance said.

Em rolled her eyes before returning to his arm, a suture tool in her hand telling Claire that she was fixing up a wound of his.

“My brother never could learn to sit still,” Justice said, drawing Claire’s attention to her. She was sitting on the edge of a chair in a pair of light blue jeans and a green tank top. As far as Claire could remember, she was Vengeance’s identical twin. She’d read an article a while back and remembered that Justice was trans and that her and her brother’s hair was naturally white-blond, despite their light brown skin, which was a much rarer occurrence than silver eyes, but still an effect of their Rena genes. The rest of the article had been her going on about how they had to be “fair” in how they dealt with the monsters, which Claire truly didn’t understand. She got that she was the Aspect of Justice, but these were engineered weapons they were fighting. Eliminating them was more important than “fairness”.

The girl next to Em, a short, pale redhead dressed in a ratty old pair of joggers and an oversized t-shirt, with her hair pulled back into a messy ponytail, slapped Em on the shoulder. It looked like it would hurt. The girl was heavily-set and clearly strong.

“Just leave him be,” she said as Claire finally recognised her as Jealousy. “He deserves the injury for being so stupid.”

Em frowned in reply as her long dark hair, tied back in a tidy bun, morphed into the same ginger ponytail Jealousy had.

“Well, I’m going to have to if you guys keep distracting me,” she said sharply, with Jealousy’s voice coming out of her mouth, though her face was still Mademoiselle Bennett’s. “I’m losing Bennett’s medical skills.”

“Well, I’m here if you need a refresh,” Mademoiselle Bennett said, drawing their attention to both her and Claire. “This is the new Aspect of Love.”

The figure sitting behind Justice sauntered up out of her seat but stopped dead as she saw Claire. Claire took a moment to discern Hate’s facial expression but she definitely seemed... angry. Claire hoped that she was wrong about that, but she folded her arms and frowned, her jaw clenched.

Another girl quickly jumped in front of Claire, momentarily distracting her. She had jet black skin, shoulder-length locs and a wide smile. Next to her pear-shaped figure, Claire’s almost looked hour-glass. She was wearing a long dress with a red and orange pattern which was a little too busy for Claire’s eyes.

“Hi!” the girl greeted. “I’m Serenity.”

“Cl- Love. But I guess Mademoiselle Bennett just said that...”

“It’s fine,” Serenity assured her. “We were all new here once. Come on, let me introduce you.” She turned, letting Claire see the rest of the team again, who were now all standing, waiting. She couldn’t help but notice that Hate had left.

“This is Empathy,” Serenity told her. “Don’t be concerned if her appearance changes. It’s just part of her power.”

Claire was actually a little disturbed by the fact that Empathy now looked identical to her, except for her clothing. Claire was still wearing her workout gear, whereas Empathy was wearing a black, knee-length dress with a white collar and flower pattern across it.

“Hey,” Empathy greeted with Claire’s voice, giving an awkward wave.

“Hey,” Claire replied, giving the same wave before stopping halfway through, realising that Empathy had stolen her own standard greeting.

“And this is Jealousy,” Serenity continued. “Don’t worry if she makes off-hand comments about how much prettier you are than her or something. She has to be jealous to keep her power level up.”

Jealousy rolled her eyes. “If I’m going to be jealous about anything, it’s your hair. It’s so much thicker than mine...”

“Anyway, these are the twins, Justice and Vengeance.” Serenity indicated to the twins. Justice gave her a warm smile, and Vengeance did the same, though all his did was awkwardly remind her of the poster of him she’d had in her room at St Cecilia’s. 

She really hoped that Mademoiselle Bennett hadn’t packed that...

“We’ve technically already met,” Vengeance said. “At the ice rink, right?”

Claire nodded. “Yeah.”

“She managed to kill a monster. Hate was particularly impressed.”

Claire tried not to look too concerned at the mention of Hate, wondering why she'd left so suddenly.

“Wait, you killed a monster before you got your powers?” Jealousy asked.

Claire shrugged. “I just hit it in the eye with an ice pole.”

“You hit it in the eye with an ice pole?!” Jealousy repeated, incredulously. “What the hell are you going to be able to do with your powers?”

“It was just luck,” Claire figured, getting more uncomfortable by the second.

“You shouldn’t sell yourself short,” Justice told her. “It’s still a good start.”

“Where’s Pain?” Empathy asked quickly, twirling her hair as Claire often did. “We still need to introduce him and Hate.”

Claire wondered if Empathy had changed the subject deliberately, sensing her discomfort, but she was thankful either way.

“I’m here,” Claire heard a small voice say, drawing her attention to the boy standing just slightly behind Jealousy. The same boy she'd seen with the other Aspects at the ice rink.

“Don’t worry about him,” Serenity assured her. “Pain has a tendency to sneak around, but he’s harmless. Just like the rest of us.”

“Unless you’re a monster,” Empathy figured.

Serenity rolled her eyes. “Well, obviously, but that goes without saying.”

Mademoiselle Bennett stepped in at that point. “While I’m sure you all want to get acquainted, I imagine Love wants to get settled in before going to bed.”

The others nodded understandingly as Justice turned to her brother.

“Training tomorrow? Get her up to scratch?”

Vengeance nodded before turning to Claire. “The fourteenth floor is for combat training. Meet us there tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. We’ll help you to get up to speed.”

“Can I come too?” Empathy asked.

The others frowned, making Claire wonder what had prompted that response.

Justice shrugged. “The more the merrier.”

“Cool,” Empathy said as the others headed off.

“Come on,” Mademoiselle Bennett said to Claire. “I’ll show you to your room.”
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Claire couldn’t sleep. She'd been given an entire floor to herself. An entire apartment, with a fully stocked kitchen and all of her things unpacked and placed neatly around. She wondered how long it would take her to make a mess of it.

The bed she was trying to sleep on was cosy, with a foam mattress and her weighted blanket on top, just waiting for her. The room was pitch black with the lights out, though the spotlights in the ceiling would reveal a room of white and pastel colours, with plastic where her room at St Cecelia’s had had wood.

In the dark, however, it could be the same room, even down to Claire’s glow-in-the-dark star stickers, which had somehow been recovered from the ceiling of her room at St Cecelia’s and placed in the same, accurate constellations here. She was a little sad that someone else had put them up. She’d found it quite fun, balancing on her mattress while she figured out exactly where Orion should go.

No, the bed wasn’t the problem. Nor was the light, which was usually what kept her up. No, she was pretty sure that it was the low-level anxiety. Not enough to send her into an anxiety attack, or even enough for her to consider getting up and making herself a cup of tea. Just enough to keep her awake.

She groaned, sitting up. The lights automatically turned on dimly as she got out of bed, illuminating her path as she slipped on her fuzzy slipper boots. She took her hair clip from the bedside table and quickly pinned up the hair currently stuck to her face. She'd to figure out what was making her anxious and work through it.

The ‘what’ was easy. Being the new Love meant death. Plain and simple. She’d be lying if she said that she hadn’t faced death before. There’d been a mutated flu virus going around when she was twelve. Something about it mixing with a Rena virus to make something that would almost certainly mean a death sentence if a Human contracted it. Or even if a Half-Blood did. Claire caught a cold at least twice a year, and one of them usually turned into a prolonged chest-infection. She shouldn’t have been surprised when she caught the Rena flu. The fact that she'd survived had been the surprising thing. 

Of course, that was just the example she could actually remember. No matter how Claire looked at it, it seemed she was marked for death, and that her luck was probably on the verge of running out.

And then there was Hate. Claire knew that, when facing almost certain death in the next year or so, she had more important things to worry about than her new girlfriend. 

Was it even girlfriend? That had been the word she'd used, but not one they had both agreed on at any point.

It was ridiculous for her to be worried about Hate seemingly avoiding her when she had much more important things going on. But, still, she couldn’t stop obsessing. She wanted to put it down to the fact that Hate wasn’t supposed to date anyone. That seemed like the most logical reason Hate would avoid her. Claire had been her dirty little secret and now she was scared the others would find out. But Claire couldn’t stop the nagging feeling that it was somehow her fault. That she'd messed up and Hate no longer wanted to speak to her.

She decided to go for a walk. She wondered if she was allowed out of the compound. Usually, if she couldn’t sleep or had particularly bad brain fog, she would put on her headphones and go for a walk. Not that she'd been allowed to leave St Cecelia’s campus at nights, but the grounds had been large enough to walk around, usually after grabbing a cup of tea and pastry from the common room.

She went into her wardrobe, swapping her tank top for a dress to wear with her leggings before slipping on her ballet pumps and tugging on her zipper hoodie.

As she reached the lift, she was surprised to see it already arriving at her floor as Hate got out.

“Hate?” Claire asked, trying hard to keep a hopeful tone from her voice.

Hate blinked at her and Claire frowned as she realised that her silver eyes were now the same silver tinted lilac as her own. Within seconds, her hair grew and lightened as her skin darkened and she grew a few inches taller, her hips and chest blossoming out.

“Empathy,” Claire said, figuring out who was actually in front of her. “What are you doing here?”

Empathy gave an awkward shrug. “You couldn’t sleep and I’m still a little tuned into you. I thought I’d come and see if you wanted to talk.”

“If you’re tuned into me, why did you look like Hate before?”

“I ran into her on my way up. She was up training but she went to bed after we talked.”

“What did you talk about?” Claire asked, trying not to seem too eager.

Empathy looked sheepish. “In all honesty, not much. She’s all confused and twisted up and I couldn’t stand to be around her for too long.”

“And I’m better?” Claire asked with a raised eyebrow.

Empathy shrugged. “You might feel better if you talk to another Aspect. I figured learning about the Love before you might help your anxiety. I can’t help Hate.”

“I was just about to go for a walk. Maybe go to a cafe. Are we allowed out?”

“Of course. Mademoiselle Bennett will call us if we’re needed. Do you mind if I tag along?”

“No, it’s fine,” Claire figured, getting in the lift.

Just as Empathy had said, Lita let them out of the door without much trouble and they headed down to the high street.

“Is it not weird?” Claire asked after a minute or so of silence. “Being me, I mean. You seem to absorb my autism as well.”

“Actually, no. I was... Am?” She frowned before shaking her head. “Before I became Empathy, I was Autistic. Being around the others... That’s strange. I only feel like me if I lock myself in my room for days. I don’t even know what I look like anymore... Being around Hate helps a little. It’s not the same, but it’s closer. Being around you is definitely a relief.”

“How long have you been Empathy?”

“Since I was eight.”

Claire was surprised at that, though quickly realised that she shouldn’t have been, given that Hate had told her earlier that day that Empathy had been recruited as a child. Had that really just been that afternoon? It felt like a lifetime ago.

“That’s young, isn’t it?” Claire eventually asked, not wanting to reveal how much she knew when she shouldn’t.

Empathy shrugged. “We can be any age when we’re chosen, but it tends to be around our teenage years. There have been younger Aspects, but not many.”

“But... You had to give up your family, right? When you become an Aspect, you can’t see your family any more. It’s like with the names, where you have to take your new one and leave your old one behind, right?”

“Right,” Empathy repeated quietly. “I didn’t really have a family to leave.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “What about you?”

“I didn’t have any family to leave, either. My mother died when I was ten and I don’t think there was ever anyone else.”

“You don’t think?”

“I... She was killed in a monster attack and I was there with her. The doctors think I had some trauma or something but... I can’t remember anything before that.”

“So where were you when Mademoiselle Bennett found you?”

“At boarding school. My mother had apparently made sure there were arrangements in place, just in case anything happened to her.”

Empathy didn’t say anything as they approached the cafe. It was too late for it to be open properly, but the window machine was still working. Empathy keyed in two tulsi teas and Claire found herself disquieted once more by Empathy seemingly reading her mind.

“You’re asking me all of these questions... Aren’t you in my head?” Claire asked as she picked up her tea.

“Kind of,” Empathy said, taking a sip of her tea before flinching, stopping Claire’s own cup a moment from her lips. She had a bad habit of drinking too fast and burning her mouth.

“Kind of?” Claire asked, leaning against the wall. Empathy moved over to where the side of the cafe met the park and sat down on the low wall there.

“Yeah, it’s... I absorb more, the longer I’m tuned into you, but it just starts with your appearance and skills. Some base personality traits. Things as complex as memories take days for me to absorb and I never stay tuned into one person long enough to do that.”

“So, what do you usually use it for? I mean, I’ve never seen you on the TV before or anything.”

“How would you know?” Empathy asked simply. 

The conversation was cut short by a familiar screech as Empathy turned pale.

“Oh, for the love of...” she muttered and Claire wondered if she sounded that flippant all of the time.

As Claire turned to the park, she saw a large, winged beast flying down, clipping the trees as it went. The branches snapped, not leaving a single mark on the creature’s blue scales.

“What do we do?” Claire asked, a little frantically.

Empathy frowned in a way that Claire supposed she must when she concentrated. “Hold out your arm.”

Claire did as she was asked and Empathy grabbed a hold for a few moments. Her touch felt odd, almost like it gave the skin beneath it pins and needles.

“Sorry,” Empathy said as she let go of Claire’s arm, which Claire immediately began to rub. “I needed your combat skills.”

“And my power?”

“No, I can’t absorb the powers of other Aspects.”

“Then how are you meant to fight?”

They were cut off by the creature letting out an icy blast from its mouth, directed right at them. Claire grabbed Empathy, knocking them both out of the way.

“Technically I’m supposed to absorb its power,” Empathy admitted as they jumped to their feet.

“Technically?”

​“Have you ever tried to empathise with a genetically engineered killing machine?” Empathy bit back. “Just get everyone you can to safety. Our Aspect Bands will have picked up the spike in our vitals and alerted Mademoiselle Bennett. The other Aspects will be here soon.”

Claire nodded, heading off towards the left of the park as Empathy ran to the right.

She kept watching the monster and saw that it was keeping its eyes on her, so she ran around to the area with the least people. There were only a few in the park this late, and pretty much all of them seemed to be making it away from the monster without issue.

She was fairly quick in a fight. She usually focused on dodging her opponent, and only struck when she knew that she had a good shot. This was different, though. She wasn’t a sprinter. She'd spent years working around her unusual gait in ballet and in her fighting stance. When it came to running, she was tripping over herself, and her shins quickly started to feel as if someone had struck them with a cricket bat. A side effect of her being too heavy on her feet.

None of that mattered, she decided as she pushed the pain away. The important thing was that the monster was keeping its eyes on her, and not on the escaping civilians.

When did I stop thinking of myself as a civilian? Claire wondered as she ducked into a roll, narrowly avoiding the blast of ice which caused a little frost to form over the sweat patches forming on her dress as her breath came in a sharp mist.

In the few moments Claire had been scrambling from the ice patch, checking herself for more serious injury, the monster took to the air once more, redirecting its attention to where Empathy was helping an elderly man out of the park.

“Empathy!” Claire yelled in warning as she sprinted over, so fast that she was sure she was going to throw up as she finally arrived in front of the other Aspect.

“Love!” she yelled back, clearly at a loss for what they were supposed to do. Neither of them had control of the powers that were supposed to help them.

Claire just turned to the monster. She wasn’t letting it get Empathy, she resolved. She didn’t know exactly why, but she felt protective of the other Aspect. Despite her absorbing the features and traits of anyone around her, something in Claire recognised that she was younger. That she had to be protected.

The monster met her gaze, though it didn’t seem to attack. It cocked its head slightly as if trying to figure her out. Claire was determined not to look away, not to lose the challenge, glad that eye contact with monsters was easier than with people.

As soon as she resolved not to break eye contact with the beast, however, it broke it itself, throwing its head back to roar, exactly as Claire had just seen it do before an attack.

But, before an attack could be made, black lightning jumped across it, frying the monster to a crisp.

“What the hell?” Claire heard the familiar voice of Hate yell as she stormed over from the other side of the park. “I had just gotten to sleep!”

Claire didn’t miss the way that, while she was addressing both of them, Hate seemed to avoid looking directly at her. Empathy already had Hate’s short bob, differentiating them.

“We didn’t know it was going to attack!” Empathy shouted back, her voice still Claire’s, though the accent was Hate’s.

“Neither of you have powers you can use in a fight,” Hate said, her voice still retaining its bite despite her lowering the volume. “Of course you would be prime targets for monsters. Defenceless Aspects? You’re practically offering yourselves up on a silver platter.”

“Hey, go easy on them,” Justice said as she arrived, yawning a little. Her white-blonde hair was in a messy bun on her head and she was wearing a grey hoodie with blue pyjama bottoms. “Love just got here, and Em’s just a kid.”

Empathy seemed to bristle at the comment, once more reminding Claire of just how young she was, though she was quickly distracted by the realisation that Justice wasn’t the only one in her pyjamas. Hate was in her usual military boots, coupled with her leather jacket, though that was over a short black satin nightie, which didn’t exactly cover much. Claire tried to focus on something else, turning back to see that while Empathy still had Hate’s bob, it was now white-blonde and her skin had lightened a few shades. Her eyes were still the same lilac as Claire’s, though.

“Whatever,” Hate muttered. “But I’m not pulling their arses out of the fire if it happens again...” She stalked off, drawing her jacket tight around her chest.

Justice gave an amiable smile and a shrug. “She’s just tired.”

“I know,” Em said, a hint of irony in her voice as her hair grew back to Claire’s length.

Justice’s smile widened as she shook her head. “Of course you do. Come on, you two need to get back.” She turned to Claire. “You need your rest. My brother and I won’t go easy on you tomorrow. No matter how many monsters you’ve faced so far.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
S00KS

AN ASPEECTS COLL

-3

&

ECTION






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





