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Claire didn’t know what to expect from the trip to Rena space.

It had turned out that Jia’s ship was more than large enough for her, Em and Rila to accompany her. Not that there was much in the way of luxury, with a round space beyond the cockpit, lined with one long, continuous seat along the sides and a window above, but little else.

Claire had wondered just how short that meant the trip would be - or if they would have to attempt sleeping on the awkwardly angled seat - when the stars outside the window blurred, catching her off-guard, as the ship lurched forward.

Rila gave Claire and her sister a sympathetic look at that.

“The jump to hyperspace is always a little jarring at first,” she explained, just before the ship lurched again and the stars disappeared.

“What happened?” Em asked, voicing her sister’s thoughts. “Is something wrong with the ship?”

Rila smiled, shaking her head. “Not at all.” She nodded to the window.

Claire looked over to see that there was an unrecognisable planet below. Beneath the fluffy white clouds, she could see golden islands - none of which seemed much bigger than the one humanity had built their newest city on - separated by a light pink sea.

“That is the Rena homeworld. Known as Jia’karel. Heart of the Kingdom.”

“Wow,” Em breathed as Claire found herself slightly awed, even through the fog that had descended over her mind since she had left Earth. “It truly took us so little time?”

Rila shook her head. “Time in hyperspace is weird. For the galaxy... maybe two months have passed since we left?”

Em’s eyebrows shot up into her hair. “Two months?”

Rila nodded. “If I remember how Earth-time works correctly, that is.”

They were interrupted by Jia calling back from the cockpit. “I must apologise for the state of my homeworld,” she said as they descended into orbit, approaching a city that appeared to be made entirely of shining white spires. “The war devastated much of it, and even the capital has yet to completely recover.”

As they made their way in to land, Claire had to wonder what it had looked like before the war...

The ship landed with a light thud on the landing platform.

“Okay, here we are,” Jia said as she shut off the engines, before getting up and walking through to the back of the ship with the others. “Rila’s friends are meeting us here and then will escort us to the Palace. Since they woke me up, they’ve been granted access through me. When my time is up, that access will then be through the two of you.” She nodded to Claire and Em. “We’ll be staying there for the time being.”

Em’s face fell. “We won’t be going straight to the temple?”

“I’m sorry, Em, but we won’t be able to just stroll in there. Well, technically, nothing is stopping us from going as worshipers, but the priestesses will accost any of us the moment we step inside. No, I will arrange for us to meet with the High Priestess there in the morning. That will allow us some semblance of being in charge of this. After all, the priestesses were always in charge of the Aspects. This entire plan of ours could fall apart if they reject Rila’s idea to replicate the Bands.”

Em sighed but nodded. “It’s okay. I understand. I can wait another night.”

Jia opened the ship’s door at that, to reveal the city beyond.

Up close, it was clear that the buildings weren’t just white, they had silver accents that glittered in a purplish hue in the sunset. Claire blinked up at the sky to see three moons starting to appear just to the right of the tallest spire of the city, which seemed to be built on several other spires, wound together like tentacles to support the largest as it towered over the city.

“Princess Jia,” a man with silver-lilac eyes and white-blonde hair that was long enough to brush his shoulders greeted. He was dressed in the same brown clothing that Jia had worn before she had acquired clothing from Earth, and Claire realised at that point that it was a uniform. But for what?

“Captain Hivan,” Jia greeted in turn. “It has been too long.”

“Far too long. We suspected you had died.” He looked over her shoulder to the two teenagers. “But it seems your mission was a success. Your descendants?”

Jia nodded. “And the last two Aspects in existence.” She indicated to their Bands. “It seems we chose to pass them down, along with our powers. The others were all destroyed over the years, but it seems that my line managed to keep the Love and Empathy Bands safe.”

Claire did her best not to react to Jia’s lies, wondering exactly what she was trying to do.

Hivan sighed, folding his arms. “It is a grievous thing to hear that all but two of the Aspects are beyond us forever. Perhaps the rebels were right to say we had lost the Goddess’ favour.”

Jia gave him a sympathetic smile. “Don’t let the Priestesses hear you say that. You’ll be flayed for treason.”

Claire tried to keep a neutral expression, as if nothing about this strange and alien world surprised her. The last thing she wanted was to arrive like a tourist. But Jia saying things like “you’ll be flayed for treason” in a completely deadpan way that left Claire at an utter loss as to whether or not it was sarcasm, didn’t help.

“Have faith,” Jia continued. “Two Aspects are better than none. We may have the Goddess’ favour yet.”

Hivan smiled at her response before turning to address them all. “You must be exhausted from your trip. Please, follow me, I will escort you to the Palace.”

He led them to a large disc that appeared to be just like the back of Jia’s ship, only where the windows had been, it was completely open.

Hivan climbed in, and Claire wondered if that was just his preference, or if there really weren’t any kind of door. Jia jumped in after, followed by Rila, telling her there was, indeed, no other way to enter the strange disc.

Em followed before Claire could, leaving her the last to get in and sit down, stuck between Em and Jia with very little space.

As soon as they were all in the disc, it shifted beneath them and started to float upwards, presumably propelled by the same technology as the Rena bikes and dropships. Claire had to clutch her hands together on her lap to stop herself from gripping the sides of the disc as it flew up, further and further.

Claire was about to ask just where the hell they were going when she realised that the disc was taking them directly to the massive spire situated above the city.

It landed a moment later, and Jia turned to her and Em, smiling. “Welcome to my home. The Palace.”

Claire raised an eyebrow as she looked up to the single spire. Now that they were close, it was clear that it was thicker than she had initially thought. She assumed that meant that it had plenty of room inside.

Jia offered her a hand to help her out of the disc, and Claire took it, knowing that she lacked the grace to quickly hop in and out as Jia had. In fact, as she thought about it, she realised that her earlier lack of grace had probably been why Jia had offered her the hand. Em could just absorb Jia’s dexterity, but Claire would remain clumsy.

She was left unsure whether she should be insulted or relieved, which didn’t lessen her general unease at the situation she’d found herself in.

“It will be good for you to be home,” Hivan said to Jia, a softness to his voice that hadn’t been there before. “Everyone should come home when they...”

Jia simply raised an eyebrow. “I have already died, Hivan, and it was far away from here.”

“Still. To return, knowing that you have done your duty...”

She nodded. “It was all I ever wanted.”

Hivan led them to the large, white doors with silver swirling in an intricate design that made the opening seam difficult to make out until the doors had already parted.

As they opened, they revealed that the floor in the middle of the tower that the disc had deposited them on was completely empty, apart from a swirling staircase that ran through the tower, from top to bottom, right at the centre, and appeared to be made of silver vines that were wrapped around each other tightly.

Claire suppressed a groan at the uneven stairs and lack of railing. It was not dyspraxia-friendly. Though she supposed, with a staircase as the only way up and down, that was the least of the accessibility issues.

She looked around again, confirming that there definitely wasn’t anything on this floor. She could spin around and see nothing but coloured glass.

She frowned. Hadn’t the spire seemed white from outside?

But as she looked, it became clear that the walls were made of glass, made of so many different colours swirling together that the inside of the palace was an intricate rainbow.

She looked down at the floor to see that it appeared white, but as she looked up at the ceiling, more coloured light filtered through, telling her that it was made of the same material.

“I’ve heard it takes a while to get used to the constant visual input,” Jia said apologetically. “I was born within these walls, so anything else seems alarmingly quiet, but I imagine you will feel better when night falls.”

“I will return to my room here,” Hivan said, “if you don’t mind, Jia, that is. I recognise that you allowing us to use the Palace while you were gone does not mean that we are still welcome.”

Jia shook her head. “Of course you are. The Palace is more than large enough for all of us, and it is better if those who would oppose us see us working out of here. Let’s at least pretend we have some semblance of a working government.”

Hivan smiled, shaking his head. “With two new princesses - and Aspects - with us? We’ll have stability again, Jia. That much is clear.”

“Perhaps, but it will have to come tomorrow. For now, these princesses have come a long way. I should show them to their chambers.”

Hivan nodded and bowed before heading downstairs.

Jia, however, went up to the higher levels, with Claire and Em following close behind.

“Sorry,” Jia said as they continued up, and Claire found herself very glad of her physical training with the Aspects. Though, even with that, she found herself running out of breath as they reached the top. “The chambers of the king and queen are on the top level, and the chambers of the heirs are on the floor below.”

“Is there not a quicker way up?” Em asked, sounding just as short-of-breath as Claire, though that might have only been because she was mimicking her.

Jia gave her a sympathetic smile. “Unfortunately not. The palace is designed to make sure that those who aren’t worthy can’t rule.”

“Seems kind of ableist,” Claire muttered.

Jia raised an eyebrow. “I don’t recognise that word. Is there not a Rena equivalent?”

“Not that I know of,” Claire admitted before turning to Em.

“They thought an obstacle course was a requirement for ruling, does that really sound like a culture with a word for ‘ableism’?”

Claire suppressed a groan. “No, I suppose not...”

They finally arrived at the penultimate level, and Jia led them through to one of the rooms. The lights shone through even brighter here, near the top of the tower, but Claire was beginning to notice less blue in the light and hoped that meant that it would be night soon.

“These rooms are sealed and have no surveillance,” Jia told them. “We can talk freely here.”

Claire folded her arms. “But we can’t downstairs, around Captain Hivan?”

Jia sighed, shaking her head. “Hivan is nice enough, as are his superiors.”

“They were the ones to wake you up?”

She nodded. “They see how dangerous it would be to let Kivan or Rael onto the throne. Their brothers tried to kill you, and I doubt the remaining two will show restraint. And if they’re willing to kill teenage girls to gain political power... Well, that makes them exactly the kind of people that shouldn’t have power.”

“And Hivan’s superiors?”

“They won’t kill teenage girls,” Jia said with a shrug. “Look, they’re invested in stability and we’re in desperate need of that right now. We may no longer be fighting with the rebels, but there are fractures they caused that have yet to heal.”

“Like whether or not the Dishar should rule by right of blood?”

Jia sighed. “Partly. And something we’re going to transition out of anyway with this Council.” She shook her head. “My point is, Hivan and the Dishar he represents aren’t perfect. I could argue with them for days on their archaic economic policy. But I would rather have them supporting me, and this idea of ours, than out there starting up another war.”

“So that’s why you don’t want them overhearing us?” Claire asked, folding her arms. “Economic policy?”

“No, I don’t want them to hear us because I doubt they will be happy to learn that we left the original Aspect Bands behind. No one will, Claire. The Aspects are sacred to our people. When things were so unstable, no one thought to go to Earth to retrieve the Bands, and certainly, no one considered that the powers would have been passed down to half-Human children. They will accept you and Em because you’re my heirs, but the others? Every faction will have a different agenda, and none of them will be good for your friends on Earth.”

“So we just pretend that the Bands were destroyed?”

Jia nodded. “At best, it’s the only way the Priestesses will accept Rila’s replacement Bands. At worst, it will mean death for your friends on Earth.”

Claire sighed, nodding. “Okay. We’ll pretend the rest were destroyed.”

“It would be best if everyone here believed that the Earth was nothing but ruin because of the creatures. Give them no reason to want to investigate.”

Claire nodded again as Jia made her way over to a terminal in the corner of the room. “Now, if you’re going to be princesses, you should dress as such,” she said as a hologram of a pale blue dress appeared next to the terminal.

“We’re not princesses,” Claire reminded her.

“Until this Council is formed, you are. Not to mention, even when it is formed, it might be on the basis of you two keeping your titles, even if they are nothing more than honorary.”

“What about you?” Em asked.

Jia sighed. “I’m not technically alive, so I can never have a title that I didn’t have in life. I, too, will remain a princess. They might attempt to give Claire the title of ‘Queen’ once I pass, but if the Council has already been formed, I doubt that will be difficult to avoid.”

The idea didn’t sit well with Claire, but she supposed that if it was only in the short term, and that the title didn’t mean anything, she could live with it for now.
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Hate awoke in pain.

She groaned as she forced herself to sit up, her cybernetic leg moving faster than her other one. It was still disconcerting to her. As she sat forward, the cybernetics along her sides ached, forcing her to sit up straight to avoid the skin getting too irritated.

“Lights,” she croaked at the tower system. Part of her was glad that the new tower didn’t have an AI, and that she had moved there instead of staying at the old tower. It felt less like she was always being watched.

Plus, she liked her new room. It was spartan, but that was far better than the room back at the old tower, filled with memories that Hate would rather forget.

It took her longer to get dressed than it used to. Bending down irritated the cybernetics around her middle, and her jeans pulled and tugged at the raw, synthetic skin around her new leg.

Still, she gritted her teeth and got on with it.

Today would be easier than yesterday, she told herself. And tomorrow would be easier again.

There was the temptation to just go back to bed. To sleep as much as she could until tomorrow came. But that relied on her actually being able to find sleep, and Hate doubted that. All that would happen was that she would be left alone with her thoughts, and she couldn’t abide that.

She made her way downstairs, determined to be around people.

If there was one thing to be said for this tower, it was that everyone was too busy with repairs or fixating on their own losses to pay Hate much mind. She could be around other people, safe in the knowledge that they would be too busy to spare any pity for her.

As she entered the common room, however, she saw that it was empty, except for Justice, leaning back against the far wall and frowning at a tablet.

Hate walked over to her before leaning back against the table next to her. “What’s wrong?”

Justice looked up, as if startled by her presence.

“Are you okay?”

Justice sighed, shaking her head and reaching for the coffee on the table next to Hate. “I’m fine. Just... Just going over supplies.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“No, it’s fine.”

Hate raised an eyebrow. It clearly wasn’t fine.

She didn’t expect Justice to actually tell her what was wrong - she wasn’t exactly one to confide in others - but the older woman cringed into her coffee before saying, “Serenity told me that you’ve been refusing to take your painkillers.”

Hate rolled her eyes. She thought that Justice would be too busy to worry about her, but she’d apparently misread her. “Don’t make it sound so dramatic. They were making my head all fuzzy.”

“They were also helping you heal. Serenity says that being in pain causes stress that can slow down your recovery.”

“Justice, it’s been months. How much longer is this going to take?”

“Hate, your leg and both of your kidneys have been replaced by cybernetics. It’s going to take time for you to recover from that.”

“For how much longer?” Hate repeated, not allowing Justice to evade the question.

Justice sighed, looking away. They both knew the answer. The cybernetics would never feel entirely natural to her. She would never be without this pain.

Hate gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s better this way. I would rather be able to think clearly.” She neglected to mention the fact that the pain made a lot of her ADHD traits worse. If she had ever been close to ‘clear-headed’, she certainly wasn’t there now. But it was still better than the painkillers. “Besides, I don’t think I’ve ever been this powerful.” She let black lightning crackle over her skin, causing her hair to raise with static.

Justice just sighed again at the display, folding her arms. “It’s not worth the cost. You’re not supposed to be using yourself as a source of hatred.”

“I’m not, I’m using the pain.”

Justice stuck her with a look that said she didn’t see the difference, and Hate found herself glad that she hadn’t revealed that her pain was only half the source of hate she was using.

“So, is that it?” Hate asked. “You’re upset that I’m not taking my painkillers.”

Justice pinched the bridge of her nose, taking a deep breath. “I wish that’s where my problems ended.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’ve been going through the supply lists. I had been assuming you were using the painkillers you were prescribed.”

“So, we have more painkillers?”

“No, we have the exact number we’re supposed to have.”

Hate frowned. “So, someone is taking them unprescribed? Why?”

Justice’s jaw tightened. “Why does anyone take unprescribed drugs? Like you said, they made your head fuzzy.”

“That’s hardly much of a high. I was just... disconnected from everything.”

“And if that’s what someone wants?”

Hate shrugged. “Okay, so, do you know who it is?”

Justice sighed, looking back at her pad. “Well, the security footage shows nothing.”

“Like someone tampered with it?”

“No, the footage itself is fine. It just shows nothing. The pill bottles are there, and then they’re not.”

Hate blinked for a moment, before remembering that there was an Aspect in the tower with the ability to turn invisible. “Loneliness.”

Justice’s jaw tightened even further, and Hate was sure she could hear her teeth grinding against each other.

Hate wasn’t sure what to say. Lo had been practically catatonic after the attack. She had tried to get away, with her child in her arms, but a creature had caught them. Lo had healed quickly enough, but Bao had even more cybernetics than Hate at this point, and at such a young age...

Even two months on, survival wasn’t guaranteed.

“She was prescribed them for a week after the attack,” Justice eventually said. “When she was still healing. I thought she had stopped taking them when she ran out...”

Hate shifted awkwardly, unsure of what she could do to help. “I thought... She seemed to be getting better...”

She was speaking now. And even seemed almost emotive at times.

“I thought so too,” Justice admitted. “But maybe that’s just the drugs. Maybe if she wasn’t on them... Shit. I should have realised. I should have seen this coming...”

“You couldn’t have...” Hate started awkwardly, but Justice cut her off with a shake of her head.

“I should have paid closer attention. I just... I had no idea if she wanted me there or wanted to be alone... And I should have been able to see it coming. She always made cracks... I thought it was just her morbid humour, but... Did you know that I was chosen before she was?”

Hate shrugged. “You might have mentioned it, I guess.”

“I knew Lo before we were chosen. Then my brother and I were chosen as Aspects. We had been inseparable before that point. Lo and I were going to get married and... And I left her. I left and wasn’t allowed to see her ever again.” She folded her arms tight across her chest. “She doesn’t really talk about what happened after we left. She just made occasional
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