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The Aspect of Love, known as Claire to her friends, couldn’t settle on the dropship as it went north.

It wasn’t that their mission was particularly dangerous – it had been over a year since she'd considered her work a true risk, even though they dealt with deadly creatures that had been genetically engineered as weapons – no, it wasn’t the danger the bothered her. Nor was it the air travel. She’d never had any trouble with that, even if it had taken until her fifteenth year for her to leave the ground.

No, it was mostly just that it wasn’t her chosen mode of travel.

Usually, she travelled on the back of a giant creature, with jet-black scales and enormous wings, that she'd tamed years ago.

The creature, Sleepy, was big enough for Claire; her girlfriend, the Aspect of Hate; and occasionally, a third person. Usually Claire’s sister, the Aspect of Empathy. Sleepy had the advantages of being not only swift but also quiet. Where the dropship made noise, drawing attention from the surrounding creatures as they wondered if a threat was approaching, Sleepy was quiet and flew under the creatures’ radar. After all, they had nothing to fear from one of their own.

But if anyone else wanted to come with them on their adventures, they had to take the dropship instead. Well, technically, the others could have taken the dropship, while they took Sleepy, but that was a little excessive.

After all, there was no reason why Claire couldn’t take the dropship. She just preferred Sleepy.

She was pulled from her thoughts by Hate approaching and handing her a coffee. Claire wasn’t entirely sure whose idea it had been to put a coffee machine in the ship that took them to and from deadly missions, but she wasn’t one to complain.

“Thanks,” she said as she took the coffee, taking a deep drink of the bitter black liquid.

Despite the bitterness of her own drink, however, she could taste sugar on the air. Hate’s own cup, while still technically containing coffee, had a much lighter look to it, with a few bits of whipped cream lingering on the top, yet to dissolve. Claire was sure that Hate didn’t actually like coffee, but she supposed the caffeine must help with her ADHD.

“You were getting agitated,” Hate said. “Are you okay?”

Claire nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Hate rolled her eyes. “Liar,” she said with a smile before glancing around and taking a step forward. “Is it that we have to bring the others this time?” she whispered, making sure that Zhang Wei, the Aspect of Vengeance, and Neta, the Aspect of Jealousy couldn’t hear them from the cockpit.

Claire shook her head. “No, that would be rude. And mean.”

Hate just smiled again. “And it would be a disruption to the routine. To the way we usually do things on these missions.”

Claire glared at the floor, knowing that Hate was right.

“It’s just today,” Hate figured. “Then it’ll be you and me against the world again.”

Claire smiled, shaking her head. “I know. I’m fine, really.”

Hate kissed her lightly on the cheek as they heard from the cockpit, “We’re heading down into the city.”

Claire nodded at the information, even though Zhang Wei couldn’t see her.

A few moments later, the doors opened as the ship lowered to the ground, right next to a castle.

Claire grinned. “Okay, we definitely need to try and reclaim this city.”

Hate nodded as she walked out of the ship. “You do have to wonder how well these old buildings were built to still be in a comparable state of repair to the rest of the city.”

“I don’t think skyscrapers ever had to fend off approaching hordes,” Claire figured as she took another drink of her coffee.

Zhang Wei and Neta followed them out, examining the city as they went.

“We didn’t see any creatures while we were approaching,” Neta told them. “They will be here – they always make nests in cities – but that hopefully means that the city will be ideal as our next target to reclaim.”

Claire nodded as they made their way from the ship, with the intent of investigating the situation in the city.

Not that there was much to investigate. All the lost cities were pretty much the same at this point. But they did have to make sure that there wasn’t anything too dangerous lurking about.

“Two reclaimed cities...” Zhang Wei said, shaking his head. “I never thought I would see the day.”

Hate shook her head. “You’ll see a lot more than two if Bennett has her way. You would think asking her to wait a year before we reclaimed another city was the same as asking her to wait a millennium. It’s like she doesn’t realise that Love is a person, and not just her personal monster-moving machine.”

Claire smiled, appreciating the thought, though she said, “I don’t mind.”

“Still, she shouldn’t push.”

“If we’re going to reclaim more cities in the end anyway, I don’t understand why we’re going so far out of the one we just reclaimed,” Neta said as they carefully watched the broken road so that they didn’t trip up. “I mean, we’re on an island, right? Why not just slowly reclaim cities, going further and further north, until we reclaim the entire thing.” They turned to Zhang Wei. “Isn’t your home Tower on an island?”

Zhang Wei nodded. “Yeah, it is. But it’s a smaller one.”

“I still think reclaiming this island could work.”

Claire nodded. “It’s not a terrible idea,” she reasoned. “And we could do it in much smaller increments, which would keep both Bennett happy, and me from burning out.”

“Okay, so I guess scouting this city isn’t worth it?” Zhang Wei asked. “You know, you could have said that before we came out here.”

Hate shrugged. “We still need to scout the city. If we don’t, and our plan gets shot down, we would have to come back here anyway.”

Zhang Wei sighed. “Okay, I guess you’re right.”

Any further protest was cut off by the sound of a creature growling, though none of them so much as flinched at the noise.

Claire continued to drink her coffee as she walked towards the sound, finding a creature snarling around the corner.

“Hey there,” she said as she approached. “We’re not here to hurt you, we’re just passing through. Is that okay?”

The creature’s snarling stopped as it cocked its head at her.

After a moment, it seemed happy enough with her; not leaving, but not attacking, either.

Claire turned around and walked back to the others.

“I see you made a friend,” Hate said with a smile as she nodded back behind Claire.

Claire turned to see that the creature had followed her.

Claire smiled as she turned back. “It’s a habit of mine.”

Neta folded their arms. “Are we going to end up with a parade of creatures following us?”

Claire shrugged. “If you don’t like it, you didn’t have to come.”

Neta groaned. “Yes, I did. I never get to leave the Tower anymore.”

Claire frowned. “You leave the Tower all the time.”

“Not on missions,” they whined. “No one bothers now that the creatures no longer attack the cities.”

Claire looked away, any trace of smile fading.

She couldn’t really blame Neta, they had been chosen right around the time the creatures had stopped attacking the cities. The Aspects hadn’t faced much in the way of real danger since then. Sure, there had been another Rena assassin sent after Claire and her sister, but that was a one-off fight and Neta hadn’t been there to see the worst of it.

Claire, on the other hand, had watched Neta’s predecessor die.

While she understood that the current state of affairs was probably boring for a newer Aspect, she couldn’t think of a worse fate for the planet than things returning to the way they had been before.

Claire stayed quiet for the rest of the trip, but no one paid much mind. She was autistic, and becoming quiet was hardly out of the ordinary for her.

Eventually, they decided that they had seen enough of the city. There likely weren’t any huge nests, and every creature Claire encountered seemed more than happy to leave them be. Or to follow Claire around. Neta’s prediction of a parade following them ended up being entirely inaccurate by the time they returned to the dropship.
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They returned to the newly built Tower shortly, and Claire found herself looking out of the dropship window as they passed over the now populated city. When Claire had first seen it, it had been nothing but a ruin, but now, much of what had remained had been preserved, standing alongside newer buildings as people made their way through the streets, more than a few looking up as the dropship passed overhead.

Most of those looking up smiled and more than a few children waved.

Claire couldn’t help but grin at the sight. The Aspects typically kept their distance from the rest of the population. They weren’t supposed to get distracted, especially not by any level of celebrity. There were a few, sanctioned interviews that Bennett arranged, to keep the Aspects from becoming utterly alien to the people they protected, but they were otherwise removed. When the Aspects fought, they wore masks to protect their identities, so when Claire moved about the city, no one knew who she was.

It was nice to not be hounded, and to have her privacy, but it was still lonely. Claire didn’t like talking to strangers to start with, and since she wasn’t allowed much of a life outside of the Aspects, she felt too on-guard when speaking with anyone to ever really get to know them.

At least seeing them like this gave her some sense that the work they did was appreciated, even if it came at the cost of their connection to the outside world.

All too soon, the ship docked in the Tower’s hangar, and Claire hopped out, quickly followed by the others.

“Want to go to the kitchen and get some snacks?” Claire asked Hate as they made their way out of the ship.

Hate nodded. “Yeah, but then can we order in for tea? I fancy pizza.”

Claire grinned. “Fine. But only because I’m too tired to cook.”

They made their way up to the shared floor, finding Loneliness and Justice in the common room. Lo was sitting on one of the sofas, a baby bouncer on the table in front of her.

Lo disappeared, allowing Claire a clear view of the confused child in front of her as a disembodied voice asked, “Where did Ma go?”

Lo re-appeared with a grin. “There she is!”

The baby giggled at her reappearance as Justice said, “You know, you don’t have to actually disappear. You could just put your hands over your face.”

Lo shrugged with a smile. “Yeah, but this is more fun,” she said, completely oblivious to her wife’s discomfort.

Claire probably would have been oblivious to it as well, but Zhang Wei had told her how disquieted Justice was with how well Lo could access her powers, even when surrounded by her family.

They had only gone to the effort of reclaiming the new city in the first place because Lo had been prohibited from having a child over the worry that she would no longer be as lonely after it was born, and that it would prevent her from using her powers. Claiming the city was supposed to earn Lo the right to retire if her powers indeed did cease to work.

As it turned out, her powers came to her as easily as they had before, despite her being constantly with her loving girlfriend and their child.

Claire could understand how that would disquiet Justice. She probably wouldn’t be happy if it were her and Hate in that situation, though she would probably be a little more empathetic. While she was sure that Lo loved Justice with all her heart, Justice was still neurotypical, and Bao was still a baby. She could see how loneliness could creep in.

Justice looked over, spotting her brother accompanying the others into the room, and asking, “How did your trip go? Do you have another city to reclaim?”

Zhang Wei shrugged. “Well, we had a look around, and it does seem as if this might be the next viable target for reclaiming, but we had another idea. Why don’t we just reclaim the entire island?”

Justice frowned. “That would be one hell of an undertaking. We need a small victory, and quickly, before Bennett puts even more pressure on us.” She glanced down at her family, and there was no missing what she meant.

If they didn’t have victory soon, Bennett would hold her family over her, potentially separating them.

“I’m not saying we don’t reclaim a city,” Zhang Wei said. “The plan would be to reclaim a much closer city, as well as the land in between. It wouldn’t be too difficult, since we would be operating out of an already functioning Tower, unlike last time when we were stuck in the middle of a ruined city. Plus, we can keep slowly adding land to the amount we have reclaimed. If we do it in bite-size chunks like that, with a view to eventually reclaiming the entire island, Bennett will be kept more than happy, and it should relieve some of the pressure on you and Lo.”

Claire nodded in agreement. “If we’re reclaiming smaller amounts of land, we shouldn’t need such large breaks in between. Bennett won’t get antsy, and there won’t be any risk of anyone burning out.”

Justice sighed before nodding. “Well, Claire, you are the one who has to do this. As long as it keeps Bennett off our backs, I will leave the specifics to you.”

Claire smiled. “Don’t worry, this should keep Bennett more than happy.”

The others nodded in agreement as Claire looked around the room, frowning a little. “Has anyone seen Jia today? I feel like I haven’t seen her since I got here.”

Jia had been staying at the new Tower ever since it had been built. She said that it was merely for the sake of convenience, but Claire didn’t believe her. After all, Claire was still residing back at Tower Five, along with her younger sister, and they had been the reason Jia had first come to Earth.

Or, well, why this clone of her had come.

Claire was confident that it would be more convenient for Jia to stay at Tower Five with her and Empathy, but she didn’t, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out that her choice of Tower probably had more to do with the fact that the newest Tower was the only one without an AI.

When the original Jia had come to Earth and built the Towers, she'd decided that each needed their own AI, even though she only had one. The one that had been built into her ship.

No one on Earth knew much about AI technology, but Claire knew enough to know that if she'd created new AI by fragmenting an old one, she wouldn’t want to be around those fragments either. Especially when they controlled the entire building.

So, despite the fact that Claire and Empathy lived in a different Tower, Jia still remained at the new one.

“I think she headed out this morning,” Justice said.

Claire nodded, knowing exactly where she would be.
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As Claire headed up the steps to the top of the wall that surrounded the city, she saw Jia standing at the edge, leaning on the guardrail as she looked out over the wilderness.

Claire slowed, however, as she saw Jia take something from her pocket. It looked like a round, plastic container. She popped open the top before tipping something into her hand.

A moment later, she brought that hand to her lips and knocked her head back before putting away the container.

Pills. She was taking pills.

“What are they for?” Claire found herself asking before she'd had a chance to consider if it was a good idea.

Jia spun around quickly, her eyes darting before resting on Claire, her frame finally settling as she realised that she wasn’t under attack.

She sighed, shaking her head. “It’s nothing. Just some medicine to extend what time I have left,” she explained as Claire walked up to stand beside her. “Clones like me were designed for short-use only, remember? I was never supposed to be a replacement for the original Jia, just a transition between her and... Well, whoever was supposed to come next.”

Jia sighed again. “I suppose if that were clear, there wouldn’t have been a need for me at all.”

Claire shifted awkwardly before deciding to look out at the wastes, much as Jia had, wanting to avoid having to meet Jia’s gaze.

There was no avoiding the fact that Jia had come to Earth looking for her successor. For Claire. And that Claire had no intention of ever leaving Earth, especially not to claim some alien throne.

“Regardless,” Jia continued, “I can no longer ignore that time is running out for me, even extending my life as I currently am.”

“Are you going to return to Rena space?” Claire asked. After all, the only reason for Jia to remain on Earth was if she thought she could convince either Claire or Em to change their minds about going back with her.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Jia admitted. “But the truth is, I’m not sure what I would do if I returned. If I ignore all my heirs on Earth, that leaves Geral and Hren’s brothers as the next-in-line. And after their brothers attempted to kill you... Well, I didn’t think they would be suitable rulers to begin with. If they were, no one would have considered waking me up. I’m afraid that if I allow them to take the crown, they will only recreate the problems of my father’s rule. The ones I attempted to fight against. The ones that led to the civil war...”

Claire nodded, having to admit that no brother of Geral or Hren should rule anything, but she dared not say anything else. Not when the clear solution was for her to accompany Jia back to Rena space.

“I guess I should head back to the Tower,” Jia said after an extended silence. “Did you need me for anything?”

“No, I was just heading back home and realised I hadn’t seen you.”

Jia smiled. “Well, now you’ve seen me. Not to mention, with the pressure to reclaim a new city, I’m sure you’ll be back soon enough.”

“Yeah, I suppose I will be.”
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As soon as Claire made it back, she and Hate decided to sleep back home, at their own Tower, instead of staying. Claire didn’t really want to spend too much time around Jia.

They arrived back at Tower Five as Claire finished telling Hate about her conversation with Jia up at the wall.

Hate frowned as they left the ship, folding her arms. “Do you think she’s going to make any more overt attempts to recruit you and Em into being her heirs?”

Claire sighed as they left the hangar. “That’s the problem, she hasn’t said anything about it since I told her that I wouldn’t leave Earth. She said that she accepted my decision, and then she hasn’t brought it up since. At least, not the bit about me leaving Earth.”

“But then, why is she still here?”

“Exactly! If she believed that she couldn’t convince Em or me to go with her, why wouldn’t she just return to Rena space? I mean, she doesn’t have much time left, so shouldn’t she be spending it looking for another heir?”

Hate shrugged. “Maybe she’s looking for her other Half-Blood descendants.”

Claire shook her head. “Remember what Geral said? There’s no way the Rena would accept a Half-Blood heir. They thought Humans were low enough lifeforms to use as guinea pigs for their weapons. They would never accept an heir with Human blood unless they were also an Aspect.”

“Right, because of the whole thing about us being chosen by their goddess or whatever.”
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