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      To all my loved ones.

      You know who you are.
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      The sun slowly disappeared below the horizon, sending long tendrils of light through the desert land. A little boy perched on a dune witnessed the spectacle with awe and wonder, even though he’d seen it many times before.

      Mesmerized by the light, he forced himself to look at the tiny watch around his wrist. Half a minute to go. He counted down the seconds inside his head. Then, right on time, darkness came and swallowed the land. This wasn’t the first time it had happened, but the umbra was always accompanied by such an intense and overwhelming feeling of loneliness that he couldn’t help but gasp.

      The boy jumped when a buzzing sound broke the silence. Realizing it was his communicator, he sighed with relief and fished it out of his pocket. There was a message from his mother. Lowell, you need to come home. It’s way past your bedtime!

      Lowell looked around in search of the little light that would lead him back home. Every night his mother lit a torch by the front door so he wouldn’t get lost in the dark, but even so, it wasn’t always easy to find.

      The wind started to pick up slowly, and a sense of trepidation crept up his spine that perhaps he wasn’t alone out here. His mind went straight to the ghost stories he’d heard about so much. His parents had always told them they weren’t real, but what if . . . 

      The second he spotted the torch, Lowell set off in a hurry. The wind started to blow harder, almost as if it were trying to catch up with him. What if it truly was a ghost? Lowell always talked about how he was dying to meet one, but the thought of it actually happening right now frightened him. What would a ghost do? Would it try to hurt him?

      Lowell ran as fast as he could manage, his short legs rapidly growing tired with effort. It would only take him a minute or so to get to the torch, yet it felt like hours. When he finally reached it, his heart lifted a little. He only needed to open the door—then he would be safe.

      Lowell was about to pull his key card from his pocket when something grabbed his arm. He let out a yelp as it yanked him backward. It felt like a hand, but it wasn’t made of flesh and blood—it was much lighter, like air. Lowell tried to shake it off, but its grip only grew tighter. In a futile attempt to get rid of whatever it was, he kicked and punched around him wildly.

      Another scream escaped his throat when his legs were kicked out from under him and he ploughed headfirst into the sand. Sensing that the presence was now hovering over him, an overwhelming fear enveloped Lowell, but he forced himself to be brave. If this ghost wanted to kill him, he wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

      He jumped up into a fighting position, ready for some action, but his assailant seemed to have already disappeared again.

      Amused laughter filled the air, and Lowell immediately knew it belonged to his best friend, Hayden. A little relieved, but mostly annoyed, Lowell sighed with frustration. His neighbor possessed an extraordinary ability to control air and loved to use it whenever he could. Mostly to cheer Lowell up but, in exceptional cases, also to tease him. Thankfully, Hayden wasn’t the only one with a special ability. Maybe his friend was excellent with air, but Lowell himself was pretty good at echolocation.

      Lowell clicked his tongue and listened attentively. As soon as he detected Hayden’s presence, he ran over to him and took a swing but missed. He tried again, but Hayden skillfully caught his arm and twisted it behind his back, roughly forcing him to the ground. He slid his other arm around Lowell’s chest while the boy fought back, biting down hard on his fingers. Hayden cried out in pain.

      With his adversary temporarily distracted, Lowell took the opportunity to kick backward and hit him right in the groin. Hayden was now moaning in agony but he refused to relent, pressing Lowell hard into the sand.

      Tears sprang to Lowell’s eyes as an awful pain shot through his arm. “Please stop,” he begged. “You’re hurting me.”

      But Hayden didn’t stop. In fact, he didn’t even seem to hear his friend begging. It was almost as if he was blinded by rage, which made no sense to Lowell. Hayden was usually so kind and caring, and Lowell hadn’t done anything to evoke such extreme behavior, he thought.

      “Please, Hayden!” Lowell screamed out. “It hurts!”

      This finally seemed to snap Hayden out of it; immediately, he released him. He offered to help Lowell up, but Lowell refused and stubbornly sat down in the sand. Looking up into the night, he shivered. He couldn’t believe that Hayden had hurt him—that the person who had made it his life goal to protect him had actually hurt him.

      “Are you cold?” Hayden asked. His voice cracked as he spoke, followed by a sniffing sound. He was crying.

      Lowell stayed quiet, but it didn’t surprise him when his friend wrapped a cloak around his shoulders. He let out a sigh of relief as its warm comfort enveloped him.

      Hayden was now sobbing aloud. “I am so sorry . . . I never meant to hurt you.”

      Lowell wanted to tell him it was okay, that he forgave him, but he wasn’t sure if that was true. Not yet.

      Even though Hayden was a good person and an even greater friend, sometimes it felt as if the night’s darkness lived inside him. He usually took care of Lowell as if he were his little brother. At twelve years old, Hayden had four years on him, and even though they weren’t related, they were family in every way that counted. Yet tonight Hayden had revealed a different, darker side of him, and what Lowell had seen scared him more than anything in the world.
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SEVEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      The voices were always there. Sometimes they screamed and sometimes they chattered, but no matter how loud or how quiet, they were never silent.

      You are too weak, they said.

      You can’t control your anger.

      You’re a danger to yourself and everyone around you.

      Hayden fought against them every day of his life, telling them that they were wrong, that he would never hurt the people he loved ever again, but they didn’t believe him. No matter how much he tried to push them out of his mind, they always found a way back in.

      Some days Hayden could only sit on his bed and stare blankly in front of him, too occupied with the battle that raged inside his head to do much of anything else. Today was one of those days.

      Sooner or later, you won’t be able to protect the people that you love anymore. You’ll snap, and then you’ll hurt them.

      “No! You are liars, all of you,” Hayden retorted, even though he wasn’t sure that was true. Maybe the voices weren’t there to torture him at all. Maybe they were simply trying to warn him of the inevitable.

      One day you will lose everyone you love. One day they will find out who you really are, and they will all leave you, one by one. Or worse: one day they will die, and it will all be on you.

      “I would never hurt them. I couldn’t.” Hayden pressed his hands to his ears, trying to block out the noises. “I wouldn’t, I—don’t want to . . .”

      Hot tears streamed down his face as doubt began to worm its way into his head. What if they were right? What if everything the voices told him would one day turn out to be the truth? He had already hurt Lowell once. Hayden kept telling himself that it had happened a long time ago and that he had just been a boy, but the guilt still gnawed at him.

      When it happens—and it will happen—you’ll be alone. Forever.

      Fear gripped Hayden’s stomach, twisting it into painful knots. The knowledge that he wasn’t able to control himself terrified him. His anxiety slowly turned into anger. He tried to push it away, knowing bad things happened whenever he let his emotions get the best of him, but this only made matters worse. The more Hayden pushed, the harder it pushed back, intensifying the feeling tenfold.

      In a sudden fit of rage, Hayden slammed his fist against his bedroom wall. A sharp pain shot up his arm, and instantly he snapped out of it.

      Hayden made his way to the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, he gazed at his reflection. He looked horrible; his face was pallid and puffy, and there were dark circles under his bloodshot eyes.

      Do you need any more proof? the voices snickered. You’re nothing but an out-of-control monster.

      Hayden ran his fingers through his hair and pushed down a few unruly strands sticking up at the sides. He splashed some water on his face and dared to look back into the mirror. “No, I am not a monster. It is true that I hurt Lowell once, but that was seven years ago. I’ve had many rage outbursts since then, but no one else ever got hurt.”

      You can deny it all you want, but look at yourself. You know what you really are.

      Hayden shook his head.

      Admit it: you’re a monster.

      “No, I can fight this. One day I will get rid of my anger. And then I will also be rid of you.”

      Accept it: you’re never going to change.

      Hayden clenched his fists so violently that his fingernails penetrated his skin.

      Lowell would be better off without you.

      He needed the voices to stop filling his head with lies.

      Your parents would be better off without you.

      He needed them to shut up.

      The entire world would be better off without you.

      He needed them to . . . 

      STOP.

      

      Lowell stared out over the golden seas of the desert. The sun shone bright overhead, its beams beating down on him. He brought up an arm to shield his eyes from the glare and wondered how much longer it would take to reach Death Mountain Valley.

      Death Mountain Valley. Legends told that it was haunted. Ghosts were supposed to roam the place, lying in wait for people to join them. Going there was supposed to equal suicide, because once you arrived, there was no going back—the ghosts wouldn’t let you.

      Lowell didn’t believe it for a second. Maybe there were beasts or other kinds of monsters, but surely not ghosts. Everyone kept telling him there was no such thing. But still . . . the thought of checking it out for himself thrilled him. He made a clicking sound and closed his eyes. A few moments later, several images of sandbanks and desert plants were revealed to him, showing him the lay of the land. But there was something else, too.

      A southern wind slowly picked up, blowing intermittent clouds of sand around him. It wasn’t uncommon for this time of year, but the way the grains swirled through the air and landed on the ground so carefully confirmed his suspicion.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, his brow creasing into a frown.

      A soft chuckle came from behind him right before sand sprayed into the air with the force of a contained explosion. When the dust cleared, Hayden was standing next to him. The corners of his mouth twitched into a smile. “I thought you’d never notice me.”

      As Lowell gazed up at him, it struck him more than ever how different they looked. Taking after his Ailenean mother, everything about Lowell was light—his hair, his eyes, and even the color of his skin—but Hayden’s features were unmistakably those of the people who could claim the Wastelands as their birthplace. They had olive skin, coffee-colored hair, and eyes that glittered like dark-brown onyx.

      “I had my suspicions hours ago,” Lowell lied.

      “Then why didn’t you stop me?”

      Lowell knew that sometimes, it was easier to tell a lie when it contained a piece of the truth. “Because . . . I didn’t want to go alone.”

      Hayden smiled, shaking his head. “You know you can’t lie to me, fratellino. I know you too well.”

      “I wasn’t lying.”

      “Not about the part where you didn’t want to go alone.” Hayden smirked before he looked up at the sky. “We need to hurry if we want to get back before sundown, but I doubt that we will.”

      “Because it’s too far?”

      “Probably, but mostly because I know that you’re too stubborn to turn back.”

      Lowell opened his mouth to respond, but when Hayden turned to him with a stern look on his face—his eyes still smiled, but Lowell could tell he was genuinely worried about him—he decided against it.

      “I get that this whole ghost thing seems exciting to you,” Hayden started. “But have you thought this through? Where will you take shelter? You know how far the temperature can drop at night.”

      Lowell rolled his eyes. “Thank you for being so concerned about me, but I’ll be fine.”

      Hayden grabbed his arms and forced Lowell to look at him. At this point, joy had completely left his features. “Listen to me! You have to be smart about this. It’s your life we’re talking about. Why do you always have to get yourself into impossible situations only because you’re desperate for some adventure?”

      Lowell looked down at his feet in embarrassment. It was true that he had a knack for getting himself into trouble. Even though he was a bit shy and anxious by nature, he also longed for adventure, and he usually didn’t think things through the way Hayden did.

      Hayden gazed at him thoughtfully, trying to decide what to do. “Okay,” he sighed at last. “Here’s what we’re going to do: Since you are too stubborn to come back home with me, we are going to the mountains together. This way I can protect you, and it will give us the opportunity to talk in private, because there is something important I need to discuss with you. But we’re going back first thing tomorrow. Okay?”

      Lowell nodded in all seriousness, but then a small smile formed on his lips. “So you want to stay the night in Death Mountain Valley? . . . Aren’t you afraid of the ghosts?”

      Hayden grinned. “Don’t be ridiculous, mimmo. There is no such thing.”

      

      The sun was already setting when they reached the mountains. Since it had taken them most of the day to get there, they were both hungry and exhausted. Lowell’s stomach let out a long, loud growl as he stared up at the gigantic peaks before them. They looked like smudges of brown and gray paint fading into one another while the sky above showed dark clouds with the sun barely peeking out, casting its orange glow over the entire ridge.

      Hayden stopped to take in their surroundings. “I hope we can find some shelter in that valley of yours. Otherwise, we’ll have to spend the night out in the open.”

      As if on cue, darkness took over. It filled Lowell with that familiar sense of fear and loneliness.

      He always kept track of the sun and changes in the night sky, so he could usually tell if something special was about to happen, but this time he’d forgotten about it entirely. In some countries, the sun rose and set slowly; in others, it happened a bit faster, but the Wastelands had always been special. Most nights the sun set slowly, and afterwards the sky would be filled with beautiful stars. But sometimes that didn’t happen. Some nights, the sky would remain entirely dark instead. Nights just like tonight.

      In that moment, Lowell couldn’t care less about reaching the valley. “Maybe we should turn back, or . . . I don’t know, find a safe place to hide?”

      “It’s a little too late to go back now,” Hayden answered. “But I agree we should try to find some shelter.”

      An inhuman shriek echoed from deep within the mountains. Lowell involuntarily reached for his friend’s hand and squeezed it tight.

      Hayden chuckled. “Scared?”

      “No, I—I was just checking if you were still with me, because I couldn’t see you anymore.”

      It was indeed too dark to see, but Lowell knew Hayden well enough to know he was shaking his head in amusement.

      

      The two boys searched for about twenty minutes but couldn’t find any caves to take shelter in or rocks to hide behind. Left with no other choice, they moved on until they ended up in the middle of a valley.

      Hayden grabbed Lowell’s arm to stop him when they reached an open area. “I have no idea if this is Death Mountain Valley, but I think it’s best if we just stay the night here.”

      “Right here?” Lowell asked in surprise. “Where there is absolutely nowhere to hide?” Some creature could attack them at any given moment, and there would be nothing to protect them.

      “At this point, I think this place is as good as any. We can barely see a thing in this darkness and we’ve searched for over twenty minutes with no success, so we might as well stay here and hope for the best.”

      Hope for the best? That didn’t sound too appealing to Lowell. He wasn’t going to complain, though; he was the one who had gotten them into this mess.

      They sat down in the sand and shared one of Hayden’s nutrition bars. As he took a large bite, Lowell savored the flavor that entered his mouth. Being used to cheap, tasteless foods, he usually enjoyed whatever his friend brought him. Lowell’s parents were always struggling to get by, and even though Hayden’s parents weren’t exactly rich, either, they had enough. Hayden had never minded sharing whatever Lowell and his family were willing to accept.

      “I have to tell you something.” Hayden rubbed his hands together against the growing cold. “I applied for an internship at the Council, and I got my acceptance memo yesterday.”

      “You mean the Council of Ailene?”

      “No, the one in Timberland.” There was a sarcastic edge to Hayden’s tone. The only council anyone ever considered worth mentioning was the one based in Ailene. Ambassadors from all over the world had come together in the eponymous capital city of this country to form a council that discussed the most important issues concerning the planet. During elections, which were held every five years, each country chose its own ambassador by popular vote, ensuring every citizen indirectly had a say in the Council’s decisions.

      “Okay, fine, stupid question.” Lowell laughed, but his mood dropped the second he realized what it meant. After a beat, he said quietly, “You’re leaving me, aren’t you?”

      Hayden gave his arm a soft squeeze. “You know that I would never do that. I was actually hoping you would join me.”

      “Me? But . . . they will never accept me as an intern.”

      Hayden chuckled. “Of course they won’t; they only accept one at a time, and you are too young anyway. But as an intern, not only do I get paid, but I also get my own apartment. Since I’m of age, I could be your unofficial temporary guardian. That way, we could live together if you want. But I won’t go without you. I promise.”

      Lowell was excited about the idea, but he didn’t want to let himself believe it was possible. “My parents would never let me go.”

      “Actually, I already cleared it with them. They agreed it might be good for you to spend time in Ailene. You’re not just a Wastelander but an Ailenean, too, and it might be nice to learn more about yourself. Besides, Ailene is a rich country with plenty of opportunities to gain knowledge like libraries, musea, and universities, so it’s also a great way to grow and develop as a person.” Hayden was pointing out all the advantages as if he was reciting them from memory; it had likely been part of the speech he had given to convince Lowell’s parents. “Your parents didn’t like it at first, but they eventually conceded and told me you can come as long as I take good care of you.”

      Lowell was struck with surprise. His mother had grown up in Ailene, but after she’d met his father, she’d emigrated to the Wastelands to move in with him. When she found out how different life was here, she’d started to idealize Ailene. She’d wished many times to return, but Lowell had never imagined she would let him go without them.

      He looked at Hayden with eager eyes. Even though he could barely make out the contour of Hayden’s face, he could tell his friend was nervously awaiting his answer. “In that case . . . I would love to come with you.”

      Hayden slipped his arm around Lowell’s shoulders. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.”

      Lowell beamed as he smiled up at him. “Me too!”

      Yawning, Lowell snuggled up against his friend. As long as he could remember, it had been like this between the two of them. Ever since the day Lowell was born, Hayden had taken care of him, protecting and helping him whenever he could—save for that one day when Hayden’s anger had gotten the best of him. It had so deeply scared Lowell that it was still difficult to fully trust him, no matter how hard he tried. Yet, at times like this, what had happened back then felt like nothing more than a distant memory.

      “You should get some sleep.” Hayden draped his cloak over Lowell. “I’ll keep watch.”

      Lowell wanted to thank Hayden for always being there for him, but before he got the chance, he drifted off into a deep sleep.
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      Long after Lowell had fallen asleep, Hayden was still awake. As he stared into the darkness, he did everything in his power to shut out the voices. Even now they kept up their whispering, telling him things he did not want to hear.

      His mind drifted back to about a week ago. The voices had been extremely loud that day, but he’d forced himself out of his room and into the kitchen. Thinking he’d been alone, the sound of his mother’s voice had startled him when he walked in. It had surprised him even more when he realized that his father was there as well.

      “Hayden,” Siena had greeted him, and she’d given him something that was supposed to resemble a hug. Hayden’s parents had never been the cuddling types; their rare touches always felt a bit uncomfortable.

      Growing up, Hayden had frequently been lonely. His parents had often been away at work. Despite what everyone thought, they both worked for the Organization of World Security—an organization that strived to protect people all across the planet. Almost everyone knew about the existence of the OWS, but to ensure their safety, the identities of its agents were kept secret.

      “There is something we need to discuss.” Siena had motioned for Hayden to sit down. As usual, she’d gone straight to the point. “Over the past few months, the OWS has been gathering intelligence about a suspected terrorist group. As you know, there have been attacks in several countries, and we are led to believe that they are connected.”

      “We have some of the terrorists in custody. They are tough nuts to crack, but we have managed to get some information out of them—names, times, places—some of which have already proven correct,” his father, Nathan, had continued. “Some of it has led us to believe there is a mole in the Council of Ailene, and we have a microchip in our possession with data that seems to confirm our suspicions. Fortunately for us, a position for a new intern has opened up, which provides us with the perfect opportunity to infiltrate the Council and find out if the information is correct. But we need someone who is young and unknown, someone who can pass for some overeager student who wants to learn about politics.”

      “That sounds like . . . a plan.” Hayden had hesitated about what to say next. He’d already figured out they wanted him to go undercover, and he hadn’t been thrilled about it.

      “Before you say anything,” Siena had said, “we know you don’t want to leave Lowell behind, but you don’t have to. You can take him with you to Ailene.”

      “I don’t think his parents would approve.”

      Siena and Nathan had exchanged looks, but then his father cleared his throat. “We think that the Wastelands might be the next target. We don’t know the exact location, but it makes sense they will attack Maraduna since it’s the capital city. We are doing everything in our power to prevent it, but we want you to be as far away from here as possible. Just in case. We are sure Aeryn and Duncan would agree with us.”

      A surge of panic had shot through Hayden, realizing what this meant for his parents. “But what about you? If they attack when you’re here, I should definitely stay to help you fight them off!”

      “Don’t worry about us,” Siena had assured him. “The OWS has enough agents to protect us. Besides, it probably won’t come to that.”

      “But aren’t you prohibited from sharing OWS intelligence with non-agents?” Hayden had asked.

      “We will have to inform Aeryn and Duncan if we want them to be on board with this, even if it’s against the rules.” Hayden had opened his mouth to respond, but his mother had beaten him to it. “And before you’re going to suggest that we should warn everyone, you must know that it will only cause panic. As I have said before: we will do everything in our power to prevent the attack from happening, so there is no need to spread any fear.”

      Hayden hadn’t liked the idea of leaving them, but in that moment he realized this was the best way to help them. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      Thinking back to that day filled Hayden with anxiety. He wanted to help his parents and keep Lowell safe, but the thought of having to go undercover made him extremely nervous. Living and working in a big city like Ailene was undoubtedly going to be overwhelming, and Hayden needed peace and quiet to function properly.

      In the darkness of the valley, he took a deep breath and willed himself to relax. It wasn’t going to be easy, but he would go undercover. Hayden didn’t see any other option. He would simply have to find a way to deal with the emotional consequences.

      

      When Lowell woke the next morning, the sun was already shining brightly overhead. The cloak was still carefully draped over him, but Hayden was nowhere to be seen.

      Still dazed from sleep, Lowell scanned the area for his friend but saw nothing but sand dunes. They stretched out endlessly before him, an ocean of sand that reached all the way to the horizon. No matter how much time he spent here, the sight never ceased to amaze him.

      When he saw footprints in the sand, he started following them. The trail led him to Hayden, who was standing next to a stripped carcass of a gamal and staring up at the sun.

      Lowell felt bad for the poor gamal. The long-legged mammals with their humped backs were usually kind and chatty. Unlike his mother, who spoke their language fluently, Lowell wasn’t really able to understand them, but he still enjoyed hanging out with the desert animals. The thought that some kind of beast had eaten this one made him feel sick to his stomach.

      “What are you doing?” Lowell asked Hayden, trying to distract himself.

      “I’m not sure. But for some reason, I feel like there’s something out there. Does that make any sense?”

      “Well, I don’t see anyone here but us.”

      “Could you use your echolocation to find out if there’s someone else?”

      Lowell would’ve preferred to head home, but he clicked his tongue anyway. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he quickly detected a presence. There was something headed their way—two things, in fact. Whatever they were, one of them was huge, and they were approaching fast.

      Lowell tugged at Hayden’s sleeve, trying to attract his attention. “I think we should leave.”

      “Why? What did you see?”

      Before Lowell got the chance to respond, a large beast appeared before them. Two curving tusks grew from its lower jaw and rows of hard spiny scales covered its body, making the beast look terrifyingly dangerous. It was chasing a womkey, a small short-snouted mammal with big eyes, a large tail, and a brindled coat pattern. Lowell didn’t recognize the beast, but since it was on the hunt for the small furry creature, he could tell it wasn’t intelligent, unlike the gamal and the womkey.

      At first it seemed the pair would pass them by, but when the womkey noticed Hayden and Lowell, it quickly changed its course and headed their way. Following suit, the giant beast began thundering toward them as well.

      “That!” Lowell shouted. He grabbed Hayden by the arm and pulled him along.

      As they ran, Lowell looked back over his shoulder. Upon seeing two large tusks closing in on them, his heart started pounding hard against his rib cage. This beast was gigantic, and there was no way they would be able to stay ahead of it for long.

      Hayden came to an abrupt halt midstride. He turned around and started walking toward the beast with his hands in the air, ready to use his air-control ability. Lowell knew that Hayden was skilled, but he doubted his friend would be quick enough to stop this massive creature.

      To make matters worse, the womkey had apparently decided she needed to help Hayden, because she turned around to face the beast as well. Lowell reached out to grab her, but the moment he touched her fur, everything became frozen in time except for the two of them.

      Staring at her in stunned disbelief, Lowell saw the womkey slowly make her way over to Hayden. He was standing still as a statue in front of the beast.

      When the womkey reached him, she turned to Lowell and looked up at him with her big eyes as if she was trying to tell him something. When she touched Hayden’s leg with her front paw, he was back in motion again, and Lowell realized she’d been the one that made time stop.

      Not wasting a second, Hayden focused all his attention on the air surrounding them. Slowly, it started moving in circles and as it picked up speed, it started kicking up sand and dust, eventually turning into a small whirlwind. When it was at its full strength, Hayden directed the tornado at the beast just as the womkey made time start ticking again.

      Surprised by this sudden turn of events, the beast stared at the tornado in utter bewilderment before turning and scurrying off in the opposite direction.

      The tornado slowly died down until it was nothing but a soft breeze. A bright smile appeared on Hayden’s face. “Nice.”

      “Nice? Are you kidding me? That was awesome!” Lowell lifted the womkey and hugged her tightly against his chest. “And you are awesome, too, little one.”

      Making happy noises, she hugged him back, but when Lowell asked her about her name, she shrugged sadly.

      Hayden took the womkey from Lowell and held her up in front of him. He stared directly into her fluffy face and smiled at seeing her tail dangling from one side to the other. “How did you get here? The desert is no place for roaming around on your own. Where is your family?”

      The womkey’s expression filled with sorrow. They didn’t need words to understand that she didn’t have one.

      “I’m sorry. I know what it’s like to feel—” Hayden started. “You know what? It doesn’t matter, because as of right now, we are your family. If you want, you can even live with me. But that’s up to you, of course.”

      Lowell knew his friend understood like no other how it felt to be alone. Even though he was sure his friend was only thinking about the womkey, having her living with Hayden under the same roof might turn out to be good for both of them, Lowell thought.

      The womkey squeaked excitedly and rubbed her cheek against Hayden’s fingers, after which she made a little bow, accepting his invitation with utmost gratitude.

      Smiling at the gesture, Hayden carefully placed her into one of the deep pockets of his cloak. Her little snout poked out over the edge as she stood, tightly gripping the fabric with her front paws.

      Hayden turned his attention back to Lowell. “And now, we are going back home. No more delays or detours! Your parents must be worried sick.”

      

      The journey back home passed uneventfully, much to their relief. Since there were no more encounters with wild beasts or alternative dangers, they used their time to come up with names for the womkey. Eventually Lowell suggested she should be named Suri, because they used to watch a kids’ show about a womkey and a lupicano called Endor and Dyana and one of Endor’s best friends was a female womkey called Suri. The womkey seemed to like the idea, clapping her paws excitedly when Lowell suggested it. So, as of then, her name was Suri.

      When they finally got back, Aeryn was standing at the door with her arms crossed. Lowell pulled his mother into a hug and she pressed a kiss on his forehead before she smiled at Hayden, who gave her a polite nod in return. “Thank you for bringing our boy home to us safely,” Aeryn said. “I hope he wasn’t too much trouble.”

      “Mom!” Lowell’s cheeks burned bright red.

      Apart from the corner of his mouth slightly twitching up, Hayden managed to keep a straight face. “No, ma’am. He was a very good boy.” Lowell shot him an angry glare, but Hayden ignored it.

      Aeryn scratched Suri behind her ears. “You made a new friend along the way, I see.”

      “Yes, this is Suri,” Hayden answered. “She’s been on her own for a while and didn’t like it, so we’ve agreed she’s going to live with me.”

      Aeryn smiled. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.” She then turned to Lowell. “Your father could really use your help at the shop.”

      Lowell sighed sadly. Together with his best friend, his father owned a furniture shop. They made everything by hand, so crafting each piece was quite time-consuming. Once a product was finished, it was worth a good bit of money, but lately people hadn’t cared to pay much for furniture anymore. Since the construction of the new airhaven in Maraduna, merchants from all over the world came in by airdrifter to sell their goods for extremely low prices, making it nearly impossible for local stores to stay open. To compete, they had to make lots of great-quality furniture in a really short amount of time. Even though they worked hard, laboring for more hours than was good for them, they were still barely able to keep their heads above water.

      “I am really tired, Mom,” Lowell complained.

      “Then you shouldn’t have gone out all night.” Aeryn shot him a glare. “Without my permission, I might add.”

      Lowell gazed at Hayden for help, but he agreed with Aeryn. “She’s right, fratellino. You should go to your father and help him out. You owe him that much.”

      Exhausted from their journey, Lowell didn’t feel like arguing, but he also didn’t want to go. “I’ll sleep first and help him later, okay?”

      “No, that is not okay,” Hayden reproved.

      This annoyed Lowell. Maybe Hayden meant well, but couldn’t he just take his side? After all, he was his friend, not his father. “If you’re so set on helping him,” he snapped, “then why don’t you go do it yourself?”

      Hayden leaned in closer, his eyes squinting, but then he grinned. “Maybe I will.”

      “Ha! You wouldn’t know how to work any material, let alone make something out of it.”

      “Well, don’t be too sure of that.” Hayden turned around and started walking away, purposefully taking comically long strides.

      “Wait! Where are you going?” Lowell called after him.

      Aeryn tried to suppress a laugh. They both knew exactly where Hayden was headed.

      Lowell groaned. “He’s going to the shop, isn’t he?”

      “I think so, yes.” Aeryn nodded with a smile.

      “I . . . there’s something I need to do.” Lowell pressed a kiss to his mother’s cheek before he ran off to follow Hayden to the shop. “But I’ll be back before dinner, I promise!”
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      The next few weeks passed by quickly. Hayden’s plan to get Lowell to the shop to assist his father had worked, and the boy had been doing so every day since. Occasionally Hayden had come to help them out, but he also knew how to keep his distance and give them some time alone. After all, there was no knowing if and when Lowell and his father would be able to see each other again.

      The day before they were set to leave for Ailene, Hayden was outside, watching from a distance as his father shot cans in the backyard. They were placed in a neat row on top of the small stone wall that marked the end of their property. Behind it was nothing but endless sand dunes.

      Seeing his father here reminded him of the first time they had practiced together. Nathan had asked Hayden to join him outside so that he could teach him how to shoot. It hadn’t been easy at first, but soon Hayden had learned how to hit at least one can. His father had been so proud that he’d repeatedly bragged about it to Duncan.

      As Hayden walked over to his father, he took in his surroundings. Their backyard looked exactly the same as always, but being here felt different now that he was set to leave soon. It wasn’t until then that he realized how attached he had grown to the small wooden shed they used for storage, or the cacti that grew here and there, or how much he loved their little sandstone-domed house. It was small, but it had a kitchen, a living room, two upstairs bedrooms, and a bathroom. From the information he’d gathered, he imagined the rich Aileneans might not think this place was anything special, but it meant a lot to him. He didn’t need it to be big; he simply loved it because it was theirs.

      When Nathan noticed his son, he stopped shooting and gave him his full attention.

      “Hi, Dad.” Hayden eyed the weapon, then looked at the cans—or rather, what was left of them.

      Nathan smiled and handed him his gun. “Want to hit some? For old times’ sake?”

      “Sure.” Hayden suppressed a grin. He had been spending a lot of time practicing, but since his parents were away most of the time, they had never noticed.

      Hayden raised the gun and fired multiple shots, hitting every single can with ease. Nathan looked at him in surprise, the hint of awe that glistened in his eyes filling Hayden with an unexpected warmth.

      Then, without warning, it truly sank in at last that he wouldn’t be seeing his parents for what might be a long time. They’d said goodbye many times before, but this felt different. This time it was Hayden who was leaving, and they each knew the world had become a much more dangerous place.

      Suddenly overwhelmed by grief, Hayden lowered his gun and started to cry. It was only a few tears, but with the uncomfortable and slightly nervous look Nathan gave him, it might as well have been a waterfall.

      His reaction only made Hayden feel even worse. For once, he needed his father to acknowledge his hurt and comfort him, just a little. But Nathan had never been able to do any of that. Hayden knew they each expressed their love in a different way, and he had learned to accept that, but couldn’t his father at least let him know that he was as heartbroken about having to say goodbye as he was?

      Hayden wiped his tears away and focused on the next row of cans. At least his father was capable of showing one emotion: pride. If that was all Hayden was going to get, then he would savor every bit of it.

      

      That evening, Lowell was in his room getting ready for his mother’s birthday party. He was wearing his best suit. He wanted to look nice for his family, especially since this was also kind of his going-away party. A lump formed in his throat when he thought about having to miss them for such a long time.

      Lowell gazed at himself in the mirror and smiled. He didn’t consider himself anywhere near handsome, but right now, he had to admit—he looked nice.

      Just as he was adjusting his bowtie, his father appeared in the doorway and smiled. “Looking good!”

      “You don’t look bad yourself.”

      The way Duncan stood there and stared at his son as if he was trying to freeze the moment forever made Lowell’s heart swell. “Your mother and I are so proud of you. You do know that, don’t you?”

      Lowell nodded, trying to suppress the tears welling up in his eyes, but Duncan opened his arms and he launched himself into his father’s embrace. “I love you, Dad. And I will miss you so much.”

      “I will miss you too, son.” Duncan pressed Lowell tightly against his chest, holding him as if he would never let go of him ever again.

      Enveloped in the loving embrace of his father, Lowell wished he could stay there forever. He knew this moment wouldn’t last, but he stayed in it for as long as he could.

      

      Before he had met Suri, Hayden often went on an evening stroll alone. After she started living with him, it became something they did together.

      This evening, they were once again walking alongside each other, two large boots and two little paws leaving footprints in the sand behind them. Hayden took in a deep breath, enjoying the familiar dry desert air as he looked up at the starry sky. He sighed. “I’m going to miss it here.”

      Suri beeped in sympathy, but Hayden knew she was very excited to leave. The desert had always brought him the silent comfort he needed, but from what he’d learned about her so far, this place hadn’t been very kind to Suri. She’d lost her family years ago and had been on her own until she met Hayden and Lowell. Every day, she’d tried to gather food and stay safe from beasts roaming the desert. Hayden could imagine a peaceful city like Ailene seemed like paradise to her.

      “Shall we go into Maraduna?” Hayden asked. “Say goodbye to our city properly? I don’t think we’ll have a lot of time tomorrow.”

      Suri nodded as she sounded her agreement.

      A little while later, they were crossing Maraduna’s marketplace. Even though they lived on the outskirts of the city, it never took them too long to travel to the heart of Maraduna, even on foot.

      During the day, the city was usually buzzing with activity, but around this time it was comfortably quiet. Most of the market stalls were already empty, but there were still some people around. They greeted Hayden and Suri with kind words and warm smiles.

      In the middle of the square, a group of Wastelanders sat around a self-made bonfire. They were chatting and laughing happily. Their spirit represented Wastelanders very well, Hayden thought. Living here was hard compared to life in rich countries like Ailene or Timberland, but the people made up for it by being extra friendly and amicable toward one another.

      Now more than ever, Hayden realized he had to make his mission work. If he could find the mole, then maybe he could help save Maraduna. Maybe growing up here hadn’t always been easy, but he truly loved this city. It was his home, and he would try his best to protect it.

      

      When Lowell and his father joined the rest of their family at the dinner table, Aeryn was already serving the pie she’d made herself. Lowell looked around, trying to capture everyone’s faces in his mind so that he would not forget any details. Besides his parents, his aunt and uncle were there, as was his cousin. They had come all the way from La Môste, one of the countries that bordered the Wastelands. He knew he wouldn’t be gone forever, but he also knew how fast people could change, especially when they were young.

      Lowell salivated looking at the piece of pie his mother had placed in front of him. “That looks amazing.”

      His mother sat down across from him and reached for his hand. She squeezed it softly. “Thank you, honey.”

      “Why don’t you tell us some more about your internship?” his uncle asked. “I am curious what it’s all about.”

      Lowell couldn’t help but chuckle. His uncle always managed to get the details wrong. “It’s not my internship. It’s Hayden’s; I’m simply tagging along.”

      “Then what will you be doing while your friend is at work?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m sure there will be enough to see and do over there.”

      “So, you’ll be traveling all the way to Ailene,” his aunt commented. “By airdrifter?”

      “Yes, Mom and Dad are going to take me to Maraduna Airhaven tomorrow morning, and then Hayden, Suri, and I will take the airdrifter to Ailene. Once there, someone will pick us up and bring us to our apartment.”

      “And will you be meeting the Council members as well?” his aunt asked excitedly, her eyes shining with glee.

      Lowell shrugged. “I suppose, at some point.”

      “Why don’t you show them your book?” his mother suggested as she grabbed it from the cabinet and gave it to him. A few days back, Hayden had gifted Lowell a book about the Council. He was very excited about it; owning a physical copy was pretty rare nowadays, especially in the Wastelands.

      Lowell proudly showed his aunt and uncle his book. Soon, their main focus was on a picture of the Council members. Lowell pointed at the woman standing right in the middle. “This is Kira Jaymes, the ambassador for Ailene.” She looked petite but had a no-nonsense air about her that told everyone not to mess with her. “She’s the one who petitioned to end slavery in the Wastelands—and succeeded! I think she’s pretty badass.”

      His finger slid to the person next to her. “And this man is Alexander Collins. I believe he’s from Timberland. He used to be Mrs. Jaymes’s assistant, but the Timbrians loved him so much that when he ran for ambassador himself, he won by a landslide.”

      “I’ve heard some really good things about him,” Lowell’s cousin added.

      Lowell wanted to respond, but his aunt clapped her hands excitedly and pointed at the man standing next to Alexander. “Isn’t this our own Devarian Rayli?” She was practically squealing with delight.

      “Uhh, I guess,” Lowell answered, although he knew very well that she was right. Whenever he visited Maraduna, the Wastelands’ ambassador was everywhere, projected on billboards or printed on the sides of aircruisers. Devarian was a good-looking man in his mid-twenties with a fit body and a handsome face, but his most prominent features were his striking green eyes and his pearly white teeth that gleamed as he flashed his smile. But to Lowell, he seemed to be just another stuck-up guy who was more concerned with his looks and reputation than anything else. He had read that Devarian would’ve been the youngest Council member if it hadn’t been for twenty-four-year-old Alexander, who was only one year younger than him. Apparently this was a big deal in the political world, but Lowell felt like it was much ado about nothing.

      “Oh, I can tell you all about that man!” his aunt blurted out, after which a blush appeared on her cheeks. “I’m a bit of a fan,” she confessed, laughing rather nervously.

      “Right.” Lowell awkwardly scratched the back of his head. “Well, if I need to know more about him later on, I’ll be sure who to ask.”

      They talked some more about the Council before changing the subject, but after a few hours, Lowell found himself tired and longing for his pillow. He wished everyone goodnight and went upstairs. After brushing his teeth and changing into his pajamas, he sat down on his bed and stared out the window.

      Resting his head on the palm of his hand, Lowell looked up to the starry desert sky and wondered what life in Ailene would be like. Would it be entirely different from the Wastelands? He had read somewhere that there were many flowers and trees in the city. And water—so much water.

      Lowell’s eyes slowly traveled down until they rested on Hayden’s window. He smiled when he found his friend sitting behind it, positioned much like himself. With an amused grin on his face, Hayden waved at him. Wearing a similar smile, Lowell returned the gesture.

      Lowell wished they could talk. He wanted to ask Hayden if he was nervous, too, but in order to do that he would need to shout, and he was pretty sure their parents wouldn’t be too pleased about that. Of course, he could always call him, but his communicator was still downstairs and he didn’t really feel like going back down there.

      Lowell pushed away his longing and waved once again, reminding himself that he only needed to wait. Soon, they would be able to talk as much as they wanted.

      

      Early the next morning, Hayden and Lowell were at Maraduna Airhaven with their parents and Suri, waiting to board the drifter. Lowell was nearly jumping up and down with excitement, and so was Suri, but Hayden did not share in their joy. He kept telling himself that going to Ailene was a good thing, but he couldn’t help but feel like he was carrying the weight of the world like a heavy pack on his shoulders.

      Watching Lowell say goodbye to his parents, Hayden wished he didn’t have to take him away from them. They were such a tight and loving family, and that was something to cherish. Instead of giving him a hug, his own father spoke to him as a commander.

      “Son,” Nathan began. “I know it’s a big responsibility, but I trust that you will succeed.” Following Hayden’s gaze, he looked at Lowell having an emotional conversation with his parents. Unexpectedly, his expression grew warmer. “I know that I’m not—that I haven’t always been the best father to you, and I want to apol—”

      “Don’t,” Hayden interrupted. “You don’t have to say it. I know that your heart is in the right place.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I don’t make mistakes. Sometimes I get so caught up in my current mission that I forget that I’m not just an agent, but a father, too.” His words had already surprised Hayden, but when Nathan pulled him into a hug, he was completely stunned. “But you must know that your mother and I . . . we love you more than anything in the world.”

      Siena nodded and gave her son a soft pat on the shoulder. Tears formed in Hayden’s eyes. He had always known that his parents loved him, but he had been waiting for so long for them to actually express it. Now that they finally had, it almost felt unreal.

      “I love you, too,” Hayden whispered. A single tear slid down the side of his cheek and landed on his father’s shoulder. “And I’m going to miss you both so much.”

      “We will miss you too, my son. But don’t worry—we’ll see each other again when it’s all over.” Letting go of him, his father granted him one last smile before his demeanor changed back to the familiar cold commander. “Now, be brave, and do your job.”

      A signal sounded to let them know they needed to board the drifter.

      “I will,” Hayden promised. “Just make sure you don’t get yourself killed when the attack happens.”

      “If, Hayden,” his father corrected. “If the attack happens.”
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      Lowell had a hard time believing his eyes when they arrived at Ailene’s airhaven. Compared to the small airhaven they’d left in Maraduna, this one was gigantic. Everywhere he looked, he saw people boarding or disembarking drifters and floaters. Others were shopping, eating, or simply hanging out.

      Sitting on Hayden’s shoulder, Suri stared with wide eyes at everything that surrounded them. She let out an excited squeak. Hayden, on the other hand, appeared to be tense and uncomfortable. “We should go to Entrance B,” he said, visibly eager to leave. “Someone will be waiting for us there to bring us to our apartment.”

      “Mrs. Jaymes’s assistant, right?” Lowell asked excitedly. “I hope we’ll get along.”

      For the first time since they had boarded the drifter, a small smile appeared on Hayden’s face. “I’m sure you will, topolino.”

      “You really should stop giving me nicknames that make me sound like a little child,” Lowell complained, even though they both knew he secretly liked it.

      As they walked toward the meeting point, Lowell kept looking around, still in awe. He tried to see if he could find someone who matched the assistant’s description. He hadn’t seen a picture of her yet, but Hayden had told him to look out for a seventeen-year-old girl with white skin, chestnut-brown hair, and green eyes. Since she worked for the Council, she would probably also be wearing a suit.

      When he finally caught her in his gaze, his heart seemed to stop for a moment. She was so beautiful that Lowell could barely keep his eyes off her. There was a sweet innocence to her face, but there was also something brave and resilient about the girl.

      When she noticed him staring, she came walking up to them and asked Hayden whether he was indeed Mr. Navarro. Hayden nodded and shook her hand, after which he introduced Lowell and Suri.

      She greeted them with a warm smile. “My name is Malena Mayfair, but most people call me Lena. I will bring you to your apartment and provide you with all the information you need. Do not be afraid to ask me anything, either now or in the future.” When her gaze shortly rested on Lowell, his cheeks turned bright red. He couldn’t help but be impressed by her. Not only did she look beautiful, but the way she talked so eloquently made her seem like a high-class person, and he felt a bit intimidated.

      As she led them toward the exit, Lena filled them in on a few important things. “Around the airhaven you must be wary of airscooters and aircarrés, but once we have crossed the street, we will enter a traffic-free zone.” She looked from Lowell to Hayden. “Since you come from the Wastelands, I must ask you if you know how to swim.”

      “Uhm . . . no,” Hayden confessed. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

      “Do not worry,” Lena said as they exited the airhaven. “There will be plenty of opportunities to learn.”

      When they stepped into the bright sunlight, Lowell no longer registered what she was saying; his brain was too occupied with processing the wondrous view that stretched out before them. From where they stood, he could watch out over the entire city, and he immediately understood the urgency of being able to swim. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen this much water in my life,” he murmured to no one in particular. “It’s almost as if Ailene is floating. And the buildings seem to be rising straight from the water!”

      “I believe the city truly is,” Hayden commented. “Floating, I mean. I read somewhere that the city was originally constructed on a swampy area, but the residents were afraid that, with time, any land-based structures would collapse or deteriorate. That’s why they chose to use floating foundations. Ailene is basically built on a collection of large floating platforms turned into artificial islands that together form one city.”

      “Indeed,” Lena confirmed. “It is quite remarkable, if one thinks about it.”

      But that wasn’t the only thing that amazed Lowell. He could scarcely believe how many trees and flowers he saw. They purified the air and made every breath feel like it cleansed him from the inside out.

      Lowell was admiring a bundle of almost wirelike stems holding bright-pink starfish-shaped flowers when he realized how odd it was that so much could grow on floating platforms. “How is it possible that the ground is so fertile?”

      “They used different soils to cover many areas,” Lena explained. “It took quite some effort, but they were determined to create a place that matched the rest of the country: a beautiful city filled with a plethora of exquisite flowers.”

      Lowell thought they had certainly succeeded. In fact, in his fifteen years of existence, he had never seen this much beauty in one place. But it wasn’t until Lena led them to a park called the Ailene Gardens that he knew he would never find another place or country he’d rather live.

      The park had a wonderfully serene ambiance. Lowell was immediately overcome with the desire to sit on one of the benches and stay there forever, simply enjoying the peace and quiet around him. When she saw the dreamy look on his face, Lena smiled and confessed that this was her favorite place in all of Ailene. Unfortunately, they were on a schedule, and they had to keep moving.

      After crossing the park, they continued down several blocks until they ended up on Canal Street. When they found themselves standing in front of a tall old-fashioned building, Lena announced they had arrived. “You are in luck,” she said. “Your apartment is on this side of the building, so it looks out over the canal, which is undoubtedly one of the best views in the city.”

      Lowell tried to catch Hayden’s gaze, wanting to see whether he liked being here as much as he did, but his friend seemed to be lost in thought. Hayden stood oddly still, staring out over the water at no point in particular.

      Lowell had always known that large crowds and stressful situations were hard on Hayden. He had once told Lowell that whenever he was around people, it felt like he was absorbing their feelings. The bigger the crowd, the more difficult it was to process it all. The upside, though, was that feelings weren’t always bad, so whenever someone else was happy, it made Hayden happy as well. But it wasn’t just feelings. Absorbing nature’s tranquility helped him destress, as did listening to classical music or admiring a beautiful work of art. Right now, Hayden seemed caught somewhere in between, still in the process of sorting out everything stressing him out while also enjoying Ailene’s healing atmosphere.

      “Shall we go inside?” Lena asked. “There is only one hour left before they will be expecting you at the congress building, and I imagine you would like to use that time to settle in.”

      Hayden slowly turned his gaze to her. “Yes, you’re right. Thank you for bringing us here.”

      

      Lena showed them to their apartment and used a key card to unlock the door. “Here you go,” she said as they stepped inside. “Home sweet home.”

      Lowell immediately rushed inside, but Hayden stayed at the door with Lena. She handed him the key card and a notewatt with some extra information about his internship. “I will return in approximately forty minutes to walk you to the congress building. I hope that will give you enough time to settle in.”

      “I’m sure it will, thanks.” Hayden forced himself to wait a few seconds before he closed the door, but he was eager for her to leave. Lena seemed like a nice person, but underneath her smile was something dark and heavy, as if she’d learned all the secrets of the world and it had left her sad and miserable. It made him want to dive into bed and bury himself under a thick layer of blankets.

      Or maybe it was just him. Maybe he was the one who knew too much.

      An unexpected surge of happiness came over him as he turned his attention to his friend. Filled with enthusiasm, Lowell was looking inside every cabinet, pointing out all the differences to what they were used to at home. Then he ran into the bathroom only to come out a few seconds later wearing a bright smile on his face. “Can you believe this?” he exclaimed happily. “This place is perfect!”

      Next on Lowell’s list was one of the two bedrooms. When Hayden followed him inside, Lowell started jumping up and down on the bed. Hayden joined him, pushing away all his heavy thoughts and emotions. They didn’t stop until they were both laughing so hard, they were unable to continue.

      As the two lay down on the bed, still chuckling, Suri decided it was time to join them as well. She climbed on the bed and curled up on Hayden’s belly. As she looked up at him, eyes filled with sparks of excitement, she let out a soft beep.

      Hayden grinned at her. Even though he wasn’t able to speak or understand her language yet, he usually could tell what she meant. They had found a way to communicate with each other in their own way. “Agreed, Sur. I think we’re going to like it here too.”

      

      Hayden wasn’t sure what to expect when he entered the congress building. Back in the Wastelands, he’d been doing a lot of research concerning the Council members, but he figured the information he would gain firsthand by meeting them in person would be much more accurate than anything he’d read online.

      The first Council member he met was Ailene’s ambassador, Kira Jaymes. With a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and a small tablet in the other, she greeted him with a warm smile as he entered the elevator. “Good afternoon! You must be the newest addition to our team.”

      Hayden stupidly looked back over his shoulder, thinking that she’d been talking to someone else. Realizing it was only the two of them in the elevator, he looked back at her, confused. “You must have mistaken me for somebody else. I’m just an intern.”

      Kira laughed. “I know who you are, Mr. Navarro. Maybe you don’t think your work is going to matter much, but I believe every single person on our team is important. It doesn’t matter whether you’re making the ‘big’ decisions or simply pouring coffee.” She held up her cup. “Coffee is very important to me, you see. How else am I going to get through the day?”

      Hayden didn’t know how to respond to that. It seemed that she was joking, but her tone sounded so serious that he couldn’t be sure. “I . . . suppose you’re right.”

      Kira looked him up and down as if she was trying to determine whether he was worth her time and effort. “Please, don’t be the kind of person who agrees with me on everything just to be respectful. You are here to challenge us and to share your opinions.”

      “Oh, I—” Hayden searched for the right words, but he had never been good at talking to strangers. On top of that, Kira made him feel like he was small and incompetent, which made everything worse, so he ended up muttering something unintelligible in response.

      When the elevator doors opened, Hayden let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding in. He all but launched himself out trying to escape that awkward situation only to thrust himself into a new one.

      Hayden had fled the elevator with such speed that he accidentally bumped into another Council member, sending the large stack of papers he was carrying flying up into the air. The errant papers fell around them and wound up scattered all over the floor.

      Staring at the mess he’d made, Hayden’s cheeks started to burn with embarrassment, and he quickly knelt to collect the documents. “I am so sorry,” he apologized over and over again, without even daring to look at the other person. He finally stopped when a hand touched his shoulder and an unexpected feeling of warmth and security started to roll over him.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” the Council member said. “It’s just some papers. It’s nothing to be having a nervous breakdown over.”

      Hayden finally dared to look up. When he saw his kind eyes and joyful smile, he immediately recognized the ambassador for Timberland, Alexander Collins. Back in the Wastelands, when he’d been studying the Council, Hayden had often found himself being drawn to his picture.

      Just like Lowell and Lena, Alexander had a lighter skin than Hayden, but unlike them, his hair was dark blond and he had grayish-blue eyes. He appeared in good shape and healthy, and he looked classy and casual at the same time, wearing an odd combination of a slim-fit suit and slightly scuffed white sneakers that both somehow seemed to fit his personality perfectly. Even from the picture, Hayden had been able to tell that Alexander radiated joyful energy. Even though he seemed serious enough to be great at his job, Hayden imagined he also had the power to light up the world itself with his smile alone.

      Hayden already felt much better when he handed Alexander back his files. “I am, uhh . . . Hayden.”

      “Hello, Uhh-Hayden.” Alexander grinned. “I am Alexander, but you already knew that. Just like I know all about you.”

      “All about me? What does that even mean?”

      “You are Hayden Navarro. You are nineteen years old and you grew up in the Wastelands.” Alexander sounded as if he was reciting a personnel file on Hayden. “You’re here with your best friend, Lowell Santi, and your womkey friend, Suri. You like reading books and going on long walks, you love the taste of strawberries, and you are pretty good at this whole air-controlling thing. Today, you are feeling very overwhelmed—partly because you have just arrived in Ailene and you haven’t fully been able to process all of the new impressions, but also because you feel like you don’t belong here. Thankfully, you are feeling a bit better now—partly because of Lowell, but mostly because of me.”

      Hayden blushed and he quickly averted his gaze. How could Alexander possibly have known all of that? When he dared to look up again, he found the Council member staring at him. Where Kira’s gaze had made him feel small and insignificant, Alexander’s made him feel like he was special.

      “Are you ready to meet the others?” Alexander asked, breaking into a beaming smile once again.

      Hayden would have preferred to stay there with Alexander for the rest of the day, but he knew that wasn’t possible. He nodded and followed him to the conference room.

      All the other Council members had already taken their seats and were having an informal conversation over coffee. Hayden wasn’t sure if he should say something, maybe introduce himself, but Alexander was already on it. “Meet Emilee Goran, the ambassador for Mila.” He nudged Hayden toward her. With her beautiful dark-brown skin and long wavy hair, Emilee looked like she’d just stepped out of a fairy tale.

      “And this is Skylar Kaene, the ambassador for Xarovat,” Alexander continued, pointing at a broad-shouldered man with a short beard and long black hair. He looked up and nodded politely, then he returned his attention to his coffee.

      When Alexander introduced him to Devarian Rayli, the ambassador for the Wastelands, Hayden felt a tightness in his chest. Devarian was sitting at the other end of the table, holding a pocket mirror and staring at his own reflection. The Council member looked up and met Hayden’s gaze. For a moment, his striking green eyes shone with interest, but then his expression turned cold and he quickly averted his eyes.

      After taking one last sip from her coffee, Kira cleared her throat, demanding everyone’s attention in the room. Hayden and Alexander sat down and listened to her.

      “Due to a lack of time, I suggest we skip the formalities and immediately move on to the first item on the agenda: the proposed new trade routes between Eyrwen and Xarovat.”

      Devarian Rayli shot up immediately, almost dropping his pocket mirror. “I vote against it! I think it’s a terrible idea.”

      “We haven’t even discussed the pros and cons yet,” Emilee Goran objected.

      “Well, I think there’s no need to discuss this any further,” another member retorted. “It’s a ridiculous plan, and we all know it.”

      Skylar Kaene slammed his fist on the table, nearly capsizing his coffee cup. “What’s your problem, man? It’s got nothing to do with your country!”

      Watching his colleagues argue, Alexander comfortably sat back in his chair and casually placed his hand on Hayden’s shoulder. “Here we go, Navarro.” He grinned. “Welcome to the show.”

      

      After the meeting, Hayden sat down on the edge of a stone planter in front of the congress building. He felt overwhelmed and close to tears. It had been intense. Not only had it cost him a lot of energy to be in the same room with so many people, but he’d also had to deal with all of their potent emotions. The Council members hadn’t been able to resolve the issue, so most of them had been agitated the entire time. Processing all those negative emotions had taken its toll on Hayden; he needed a moment alone to recharge.

      Hayden buried his face in his hands and closed his eyes. He desperately wanted to return to the apartment, but he couldn’t remember the exact route. He wished he’d paid more attention when Lena had guided him here. He usually would have, but he’d been too nervous about the upcoming meeting to focus on his surroundings.

      Hayden knew he should go back inside the building and ask for directions, but that would require talking to someone. Right now, he didn’t think he was up for that.

      The door to the congress building opened behind him, and someone stepped outside. Hayden pretended he didn’t notice, hoping they would simply pass him by, but it didn’t work.

      A hand briefly touched his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “Mm-hmm,” Hayden muttered vaguely.

      “Are you sure?”

      Hayden forced himself to look up. It was Devarian Rayli, and he was staring at him intently.

      Hayden nodded without conviction. If he hadn’t been feeling so miserable, he would have said something nice and thanked him for his concern. Instead, he stood up and turned his back to the Council member. He knew it was rude, but he didn’t see another option. He simply couldn’t handle being around anyone else right now.

      Hayden was about to run off when the door opened again, and soon they were greeted by Alexander Collins. “Can you hold this for a moment?” the Council member asked, pressing a travel mug into Hayden’s hands. For a split second, their fingers touched. Inexplicably, Hayden felt much better at once.

      Hayden couldn’t keep a smile from spreading across his face as he watched Alexander stuff some papers into his chaotic mess of a suitcase. For such a successful Council member, he seemed to be a surprisingly disorganized person.

      It took Hayden a moment to remember Devarian was still around. He turned to the Wastelander, ready to apologize for his recent behavior, but he was met with a cold blank stare.

      “Mr. Rayli, I—”

      “See you tomorrow, Alexander,” Devarian interrupted and walked away, ignoring Hayden completely.

      Hayden’s heart sank. The joy he’d just felt was now replaced by a hollow feeling. He knew it was impossible for everyone to like him, but he’d hoped the ambassador for his own country wouldn’t completely hate him.

      “You okay?” Alexander asked when Hayden handed him back his travel mug.

      Hayden shrugged sadly. “Mr. Rayli doesn’t really seem to like me.”

      “He’ll come around.” Alexander looked him up and down. He smiled when his eyes rested on Hayden’s face. “It’s kind of hard not to like you.”

      Hayden’s skin tingled at the compliment. It wasn’t the first time someone had given him one, but somehow it felt more special coming from the Timbrian Council member. He bit his lip to stop his smile from growing but gave up when he noticed the amusement in Alexander’s eyes.

      It was kind of hard not to like him, too.
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      Later that afternoon, Lowell woke from a long nap. The journey to Ailene had tired him out, so he’d stayed in bed after Hayden had left to meet the Council members.

      He got out of bed and entered the living room. Hayden was already back and was now preparing dinner. Suri was helping him by setting the table, placing the forks and knives neatly beside the plates. She swiftly balanced from corner to corner, careful not to step on the cutlery or accidentally let her tail land in one of the plates.

      Right as Lowell sat down, Hayden came out of the kitchen. He was carrying a steaming hot pan. “That looks amazing,” Lowell effused, smacking his lips as Hayden filled his plate with food. “But . . . what is it?”

      “Rice.” Hayden grinned. “With tomato sauce, vegetables, and mushrooms. Alexander gave me the recipe.”

      “Alexander?” Lowell asked sheepishly. Of course he knew who Hayden was talking about, but it felt weird that they were already on a first-name basis after one day.

      “Yes, he’s the Timbrian ambassador,” Hayden explained, a wide smile growing on his face. “And he’s really nice. He walked me home after the meeting, so we talked a bit and got to know each other a little better. He also offered to teach us how to swim.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Lowell snapped. “Alexander doesn’t have to teach me anything. In fact, I was thinking of taking lessons without you,” he lied. Lowell wasn’t sure why he was being so petty, but for some reason Alexander’s mere existence annoyed him immensely. He knew that he was being unnecessarily jealous, knowing Hayden was making friends with other people, but he couldn’t bring himself to act like an adult. “I think it would be good for us to spend some more time apart. Don’t you agree?”

      

      Hayden didn’t agree, nor did he understand why Lowell was acting so weird. He was about to argue that they could get swimming lessons without involving Alexander, but he decided against it. If Lowell preferred to do it alone, then he wouldn’t stand in his way.

      Hayden sighed sadly, but he immediately felt better when he turned to Suri. Since she was so small, she couldn’t reach the table, so Hayden had placed a bunch of pillows on her chair. She was now sitting behind her plate, her little paws clutching her knife and fork, ready to dive in. She looked absolutely adorable. When he filled her plate with rice, she gave a squeak of delight, bringing a smile to his face.

      When Hayden returned his attention to Lowell, he saw his friend forlornly staring down at his plate. “Lowell,” he started. “If you want to do more things on your own, then of course that’s all right. Just know that I could spend a lifetime simply hanging out with you, with both of you, and be perfectly happy.”

      Lowell looked at him for a moment, emotion filling his eyes, but then he smiled. “Wow, you really have a way with words.” They both laughed. “But I feel the same. We are family, and I won’t let anything come between me and my best friend.”

      Hayden smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He was glad to hear those words, but he hoped Lowell didn’t see Alexander as something that could come between them.

      As he put another scoop of rice in his mouth, Hayden suddenly remembered something he’d been wanting to tell Lowell. “At the Council today, they discussed trade routes between Eyrwen and Xarovat. It was a mess, because some of them were very passionate about redirecting them while others thought that was a bad idea. Eventually, they decided to readdress the subject during our next meeting. Alexander thought it was hilarious but—well, it doesn’t really matter. What I wanted to tell you is that one of the Council members, in his anger, called Skylar Kaene a barbarian and accused Xarovatians of eating animals.”

      Suri’s eyes practically popped out of their sockets, and Lowell frowned. “Ah, man, that’s just gross.” His face scrunched up. “Now I imagine a little womkey on my plate, the poor thing cooked and served with veggies and mashed potatoes. Please, help me erase that image from my memory!”

      “Sorry.” Hayden grimaced. “The ambassador was very offended, because according to him, it’s only a small group who still does that. But it made me think that maybe we could one day go there, and . . . I don’t know, somehow convince them that there is another way.”

      Lowell smiled. “Yes, we should definitely do that. What an adventure that would be!”

      

      Being in Ailene had awoken a burning desire inside Lowell to go out and explore everything the capital had to offer. As soon as Hayden left for work the next morning, he went out to meet the city.

      Back home, Lowell had read about its many monuments, musea, and historical buildings. He was eager to visit them all, but first he wanted to retrace his steps to the Ailene Gardens.

      As he sat on a park bench, he enjoyed the sun shining pleasantly on his face. The sun in the Wastelands had always been too bright and too hot, but here its warmth was just enough to be comfortable. He smiled when a dole of pigónes landed near his bench and started to eat the breadcrumbs someone had left for them. There were few birds in the Wastelands, and even though they were beautiful, they were also a little scary. Here, the birds were gentle and peaceful, much like Ailene itself.

      When a shadow fell over him, Lowell looked up and found Lena standing in front of him with a broad grin on her face. “I think we both shared the same idea when we saw these benches yesterday.”

      Lowell smiled back at her. “You know what they say: great minds think alike.”

      “Indeed, they do. May I join you?”

      “Of course.” Lowell scooted over a little to make room for her. Together they watched the birds in quiet contemplation. After a while, Lowell broke the silence. “You would think they would get sick of it at some point. How could anyone possibly eat breadcrumbs all the time and still love them this much?”

      Lena chuckled. “I suppose they are not very demanding. They do not complain about the things they do not have, but appreciate the little things in life instead. I think there is a lesson to be learned in that.”

      Lowell nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose you are right.”

      Another silence followed, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Earlier that day Lowell would have never believed it, but being around Lena felt completely natural. He enjoyed her company.

      “Do you like Ailene?” This time, Lena spoke first.

      “Yes, very much. It’s nothing like where I come from. It’s much nicer here, much more peaceful. There are many dangerous beasts roaming the Wastelands, and we often have sandstorms.”

      Lena placed her hand on his arm and looked at him. Her green eyes were warm and sympathetic. “That sounds challenging. I am sorry you had to grow up in a place like that.”

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that. It wasn’t all bad. Most Wastelanders are very nice people, and growing up, I’ve had my fair share of adventures. Fun adventures, with Hayden.” Lowell smiled at the memories. “We weren’t always safe, but we had each other, and that was enough.”

      “It sounds as though you care a lot about him.”

      “I do. Hayden is like a brother to me.”

      “I am glad to hear that.” Lena gave his arm a soft squeeze. “Would you like me to show you around the city?” Her gaze traveled down to her watch. “Kira expects me at the congress building an hour from now, but perhaps we could start now and finish our tour later?”

      Excitement bubbled up inside Lowell, but he tried not to show it too much. “Sounds good.”
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      It took Lena over a week to show Lowell all of Ailene’s beauty. Every hour he didn’t spend at home and she wasn’t at the congress building, they wandered the streets, witnessing all the splendor the city had to offer. They followed a route mapped out by Lena, but it turned out to be impossible to take in everything at once, so when they were done, they started again at the beginning.

      They stood on top of Ailene’s Tower of Arts, enjoying the magnificent view over the city. Lena told Lowell where the building got its name. Over the years, numerous artists had created many incredible works of art, but during the Great Revolt, the leaders of the Insurgents ordered all of them to be destroyed. Thankfully, some had been clever enough to hide some of the pieces in an old watchtower, later named the Tower of Arts. Nowadays, all the art was on display in a museum, but the tower had kept its name.

      Back in school, Lowell had learned about the Great Revolt to some degree, but he now realized he didn’t know nearly as much as he thought. He did know that a group of people had tried—and failed—to gain control over the city and the Council. With help from other countries, the people of Ailene had fought back, bringing about the end of the Insurgents and their hunger for power.

      “Sometimes I wonder why they did it,” Lena spoke almost in a whisper. She rested her arms on the railing and watched the people down below. They seemed so small and insignificant from this high up. “Were they truly just out for power, or did they really believe they could fix a broken world?”

      “Do you think the world is broken?” As the words left his mouth, Lowell realized his question sounded naïve. Growing up in the Wastelands, he hadn’t been oblivious to the fact that bad things happened and that real dangers were out there. Yet, for some reason, he’d never seen the world as broken.

      “Perhaps.” A troubled look creased her brow, but when Lena looked up at Lowell, a smile broke through on her face. “It seems most unusual to me that I have only known you for around one week, because you are so easy to talk to. You are nothing like most people I know.”

      Lowell’s cheeks burned red with embarrassment. Lena propped her chin up with her fist and smiled at him. “Have I made you feel uneasy?”

      Lowell fidgeted with his sleeve, but when he met her eyes, his mouth curled into a smile. “No, not at all. You just make me nervous sometimes.”

      Lena chuckled. “Why is that?”

      Because you are the most beautiful, smart, and extraordinary girl I have ever laid eyes on and I am not worthy of being so much as in your presence. That’s what Lowell wanted to say, but instead he answered: “Because you know so much and I . . . I’m just a simple boy from the Wastelands.”

      Lena now laughed fully—a sweet, contagious laughter that made Lowell feel at ease immediately. “Trust me, there is nothing simple about you.”

      Lowell thought about kissing her, but he was paralyzed with doubt. Was it too soon? What if she turned him down? A moment later, the buzzing sound from his communicator made the decision for him.

      Looking at the notification on his screen, Lowell’s expression soured. He’d forgotten that it was his turn to prepare dinner. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      “Perhaps we could meet again tomorrow? I have the afternoon off, so perhaps we could go to a lake?” Lena suggested. “I could even give you swimming lessons, if you would like.”

      Lowell tried his best to accept her invitation without sounding too eager, failing miserably.

      

      Devarian Rayli had never felt more jealous than he was watching Hayden and Alexander interact. The three of them were gathered around a small glass table in Devarian’s office. Kira had asked him and the Timbrian ambassador to teach the intern more about the Council, but Alexander was doing most of the talking, and Hayden had eyes only for him.

      Their behavior didn’t surprise Devarian much. Alexander was the kind to usually include others, but it was obvious he was crushing hard on the intern. To make matters worse, Hayden clearly disliked Devarian. The look of disgust on his face when they had met and the way he couldn’t get away from him fast enough were proof of that.

      Devarian had envied Alexander from the day they’d met, but that feeling had only grown stronger now that Hayden was in the picture. People loved the Timbrian Council member exactly for who he was, but if Devarian were to show the world his true self, no one would care for him—he was certain of that. And now there were two charismatic young men drawing everyone’s praise and admiration, the newest one even more likeable than Alexander.

      “As you know, there are twenty-three Council members who each represent their own country,” Alexander told Hayden. “Each country has its own government and doesn’t rely on us to take decisions for them. But when it comes to issues that concern more countries, or even the entire planet, it is our job to solve them.” He paused for a moment. “It’s also our responsibility to make sure all human rights are met. This means we won’t have to deal with, for example, public works, but we do discuss anything related to international safety, poverty, and so on.”

      “And equality is one of our main goals,” Devarian added. He’d been waiting for the opportunity to finally add something valuable to the conversation. “We want to ensure that every person has an equal opportunity to make the most of their lives.”

      “No offense,” Hayden said, “but you’re doing a lousy job of reaching that goal. Wastelanders are clearly much poorer than Aileneans or Timbrians, even though they work very hard. And in many countries, animals are still treated like they are worth less than humans. Suri isn’t even allowed to go out on her own in this city. It’s ridiculous.”

      A blush colored the intern’s cheeks the moment the words left his mouth, and he immediately apologized for speaking his mind so boldly. But it didn’t matter; Hayden’s judgment still felt like a punch to the gut. Devarian knew there was still much work to be done, but that didn’t make their efforts any less important. “Maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to criticize others,” he snapped. “It’s not like you’ve accomplished much yourself.” He immediately regretted his words when he saw the hurt in Hayden’s beautiful brown eyes.

      Alexander placed his hand on Hayden’s knee to comfort him, a gesture that brought a smile back to the intern’s face. It made Devarian want to scream. He wanted to be the cause of that smile. He wanted to be as funny as Alexander, as likeable as Hayden. But all he could do was put on a mask and trick people into liking a false persona—one that both Hayden and Alexander seemed to be thoroughly unimpressed with.

      Alexander caught Hayden’s gaze and held it. “We’re trying, you know.”

      “I do,” Hayden answered warmly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize you.”

      Devarian balled his fists. This was the last straw. Hayden’s behavior had already been painful enough, but the fact that he only apologized to Alexander was plain rude. “There is probably something else you need to know about the Council,” Devarian snarled. “Workplace romances are not allowed, especially those between Council members and interns.”

      Hayden cringed visibly, and Devarian’s anger disappeared like snow on a sunny day. He once again regretted opening his big mouth.

      Alexander shot Devarian an angry look. “I think it’s time to call it a day.” He stood up and touched Hayden’s shoulder briefly. “Let’s get you home. I’ll tell you more about the Council on the way.”

      Devarian sighed as he watched them leave together. He hated that he felt so insecure and jealous of them. He hated it even more that he kept letting it ruin his chances at making them like him—the real him.

      

      As Hayden and Alexander walked the streets to Hayden’s apartment, the Council member nudged his friend’s shoulder. “Will there ever come a day when you’ll be able to find your way home without me?”

      Hayden’s lips twitched into a smile. “I wouldn’t tell you if it did.”

      This earned him a wink from Alexander. “I know. You would miss me too much.”

      Hayden laughed it off, but it was true. After walking him home that first time, Alexander had offered to do it again the day after. One time became two, and two times became every day since. Even though Hayden could probably find the way to his apartment in his sleep by now, he kept accepting Alexander’s help. His internship was stressful, especially combined with the pressure of his undercover assignment, and those ten minutes with this particular Council member always made him feel better.

      “What was it like to grow up in Timberland?” Hayden asked, eager to learn more about both him and the country.

      “Oh, it was great! Timberland is one of the most beautiful countries in the world, if you ask me. There are so many trees, it’s practically one big forest, so nature lovers like you and I can indulge themselves. I always loved to play outside with my sister and my friends. We would build tree houses or run around barefoot, playing hide-and-seek. My sister Rose is an excellent tree climber, so she always won. No one could find her high up there!” Alexander beamed as he talked about his childhood. His enthusiasm was contagious.

      Hayden smiled brightly. “That sounds wonderful. I was reading a book about every country in the world, and your story doesn’t match its description of Timberland at all. It said it’s a very rich country with a lot of stuck-up people.” Hayden cringed when he realized what he’d just implied. “N-not that you are anything like that!”

      Alexander let out an amused laugh. “Most of us live in big mansions, and I must admit some Timbrians are a little stuck-up, but the ones I grew up with are kind and mostly humble. Yes, we’re rich and privileged, but that doesn’t necessarily mean we think we’re better than anyone else. I wonder what your book said about other countries.”

      “It said that the ones on our continent are mostly rich, apart from the Wastelands and parts of Beskett. We have different climates, like the Mediterranean, desert, and oceanic ones,” Hayden recited from memory, “but you have to go overseas for a tropical climate. Countries there generally have less money, but they are very rich in culture and traditions, especially Qáiligio.”

      “That is almost entirely correct, though there are some overseas countries that are just as rich as Ailene or Timberland. Mila, for example.”

      Hayden chuckled. “I’m afraid I need to get myself a new book, which is too bad, because I paid a lot for this physical copy. I was going to read about the third continent tonight, but maybe you could tell me more about it instead?”

      “Of course. Let me think . . .” Alexander made a show out of tilting his head and rubbing his chin as if he were thinking hard about it. “If you’re into cold and rainy weather, you should probably move there. There live a lot of good, hard-working people who love their solitude. It isn’t as cold as Korora and Øysi, though. You do know those two countries together make a fourth continent, right?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “And did you also know the sun there is up nineteen hours a day throughout the summer, but only five hours during the winter?”

      “Err . . .” Hayden scratched the back of his head. “I had no idea.”

      Alexander gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Okay, that’s it! I’m going to send you a proper eBook the moment I get home. Burn the other one or use it as toilet paper, for all I care, but you’re not reading that Timbrian-insulting monstrosity of a book ever again!”

      Hayden snorted with laughter, but when they reached the entrance to the apartment complex, his face fell. Tomorrow Alexander had a day off, which meant they wouldn’t see each other until the day after. Maybe that wasn’t very long, but right now it felt like a lifetime.

      Instead of leaving, Alexander opened the door and walked in, gesturing for Hayden to follow him. “I think it’s about time that you showed me your apartment, Navarro.”

      

      The second Hayden entered his apartment, Suri came running up to him. She quickly hid behind his legs when she realized he wasn’t alone. Her little face popped out from behind him, her big eyes gazing at Hayden’s new friend with great curiosity.

      “Hey, Sur,” Hayden said softly. “This is Alexander Collins.”

      Alexander slowly reached out to Suri, but he didn’t touch her, waiting for her to make the first move. After a long moment of hesitation, Suri looked up to Hayden. After he nodded at her encouragingly, she stood up on her hind legs and rubbed her cheek against Alexander’s fingers, bringing a smile to his face.

      “Would you like something to drink?” Hayden asked after they sat down on the couch. Before Alexander could answer, Suri had already run off into the kitchen to get it for him. She returned with a large glass that she held above her head, careful not to spill anything.

      When she handed it to Alexander, he smiled. “Thank you very much, Suri. Hayden is very lucky to have a friend like you.”

      Smiling, Hayden lifted Suri up so that she could join them on the couch. When he turned to Alexander again, he found the Council member looking at him as if he was expecting him to do something. When Hayden returned his gaze with one of confusion, Alexander grinned. “You don’t need anything to drink yourself?”

      “Oh.” Hayden exchanged looks with Suri. “I think we were too focused on taking care of our guest.”

      “Here,” Alexander said, bringing his glass to Hayden’s mouth so he could take a sip. Hayden’s eyes widened a little. Even though he’d shared drinks with Lowell many times before, this felt different—and very intimate. When he took a sip, his gaze caught Alexander’s, and he suddenly found it difficult to breathe.

      Hayden almost choked on his drink when Alexander started asking personal questions. “Tell me about your love life. Did you break any hearts back in the Wastelands?”

      “I—no. I didn’t break anyone’s heart.”

      “So they broke yours?”

      “No, I–I . . .” Hayden stammered, but when he saw the gleeful smile on Alexander’s face, he gave a friendly push against his shoulder. “To answer your question: when I was sixteen I briefly dated a girl, but no hearts were broken.”

      “And that was it?” Alexander’s brow furrowed as he frowned. “A pretty guy like you must have many admirers.”

      Hayden couldn’t hide his blush. Then he remembered something else. “Actually, I also went to the graduation ball with a guy from my class, but we were only fourteen, so nothing more happened than a kiss on the lips.” Hayden couldn’t help but chuckle when he continued. “Or at least for me, because later that evening I saw him kissing someone else, so I guess that was the end of our very passionate and romantic relationship.”

      “That’s horrible,” Alexander responded. “I don’t know why you’re laughing.”

      Hayden shrugged. “I was really upset about it back then, but now it seems insignificant.”

      “I still think it’s strange that you graduated at fourteen, though,” Alexander changed the subject. “I know that it’s common in the Wastelands, but in Timberland we graduate at eighteen.”

      “I actually would have loved that. Not that I enjoyed going to school that much, but I’ve always liked learning new things. After I graduated, I kept taking virtual classes, so I have several certificates from colleges and universities in other countries. But you probably already knew that.”

      Alexander chuckled. “Yes, I did, but that doesn’t make it any less impressive.”

      

      When Lowell came home and found Alexander sitting on the couch, laughing with Hayden and Suri, he was not amused, to put it lightly. His expression turned sour at seeing how much they were enjoying each other’s company.

      When he noticed him, Hayden quickly got up and introduced them. “Lowell, this is my, uhh . . . this is Alexander. And Alexander, this is Lowell.”

      “It is very nice to meet you, Lowell.” Alexander reached out for a handshake. “I have heard so much about you already. Hayden tells me you are like a brother to him. It must be great to have a bond like that.”

      Lowell forced himself to shake hands with the guy, but he couldn’t hide the fact that his presence annoyed him. He said nothing, so Alexander kept rambling. “I sort of have that with my sister, although I think we aren’t as close as you two are, and I guess it is different because you two are guys and she is a girl, but I do love her very much and—”

      “I should make dinner,” Lowell interrupted him. He quickly disappeared into the kitchen, leaving them in awkward silence. He knew it was childish to be this rude, but he couldn’t just pretend to be happy when this guy was in their apartment, spending time with his friend.

      As Lowell was busy chopping vegetables, laughter came from the living room, and another pang of jealousy hit him. He knew that Hayden had a life outside this building—one that didn’t include him—but it made him feel uneasy. It had always been the two of them, but now, all of a sudden, Hayden had another friend. It was becoming a little too real. What if one day Lowell woke up to find that he had completely forgotten about him?

      As the thought corrupted his mind, Lowell started chopping faster and faster. He got so caught up in his thoughts, it startled him when Hayden came up behind him and put his hands on his shoulders. “I am going to see Alexander out. I’ll be back soon, okay, mimmo?”

      “Sure, yes. That’s fine.” Lowell forced a smile, but he could tell by the look on his face that Hayden saw right through him.

      

      As they descended the stairs, Hayden was already thinking of excuses to invite Alexander over again without being too obtrusive. It had only been a couple of hours, but it’d felt good to let go for a while and simply enjoy time with someone who didn’t need anything from him. At the Council he was under constant pressure to perform, and that feeling didn’t leave him when he was at home. He loved Lowell, but the need to protect and take care of him was a constant weight on his shoulders, and he couldn’t help but constantly worry about him.

      Alexander was different. There was something special about him that made being around him a sheer delight. Hayden often found himself thinking about him when he wasn’t around, and whenever he did, it vaguely reminded him of that one girl back in the Wastelands. Eventually their relationship had slowly fizzled out, but it had been pretty special at first.

      Once they were outside, Alexander reached out and brushed some hair back from Hayden’s face, tucking a few loose strands behind his ear. “Thank you for inviting me.”

      An excited thrill unleashed itself in Hayden’s stomach, rendering him unable to point out that Alexander had done that himself.

      Alexander grinned as he started off down the street, walking backward. “Next time you should come to my place, and don’t forget to bring that womkey friend of yours—I think she likes me.”

      “Will do,” Hayden promised. He waited until Alexander disappeared from view before he went back inside. On the way back to his apartment, he wore a wide grin on his face.

      Alexander was right. Suri liked him. And she wasn’t the only one.

      His face fell when he remembered Devarian’s words. Workplace romances are not allowed, especially those between Council members and interns.

      Of course they weren’t. Nothing in Hayden’s life could ever be easy.
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      Very early one Saturday morning, Hayden was at a lake with Alexander. A month and a half ago, Lowell had mentioned that Lena was teaching him how to swim, so Hayden had decided to take the Council member up on his offer after all.

      Alexander was standing knee-deep in the shallow water at the edge of the lake, watching him swim laps. He’d stopped teaching him new things a while ago. During his first swimming lesson, Hayden had discovered that he was a natural talent. After twenty minutes in the water, he had already been floating, and soon after that he’d been able to actually swim. This meant Hayden didn’t really need Alexander’s help anymore, but that didn’t stop them from spending time together at the lake.

      Swimming on his back, Hayden closed his eyes and let the cool water soak into his skin. Because it was still early in the morning, there was no one else around, no unwanted external feelings or emotions. Just his own, and Alexander’s—but those were usually good ones. Hayden could tell the Council member often worried about things, but overall, he was the most positive and happy person he knew.

      After a few more laps, Hayden took a moment to appreciate the view. The lake’s clear blue water flowed gently along its current. Beautiful yellow flowers covered the shore near the lake like a meadow of sunlight. Their color matched the sun’s rays dancing along the water’s surface. It brought Hayden an intense feeling of peace and joy. If happiness was a place, he thought, this might be it.

      Hayden smiled when he realized that, in a way, this lake was a lot like Alexander—bright, peaceful, and gorgeous. His eyes involuntarily searched for the Council member to find him grinning back at him.

      “Enjoying the view?” Hayden teased.

      Alexander swam toward him and stopped right in front of his friend, so close that Hayden could feel his body heat. He reached out to brush a damp strand of hair from his face. “I like it when you’re all smiles. It makes you look even more beautiful than usual.”

      Hayden sucked in a breath, at both the compliment and his sudden closeness. His gaze slowly traveled to Alexander’s lips. One corner curled up into an inviting smile. For a split second, the thought of kissing him crossed Hayden’s mind, but it was quickly drowned out by Devarian’s words still ringing in his head.

      He didn’t agree with the rule to forbid romantic relationships within the Council, but he didn’t want to risk Alexander’s job, and he certainly didn’t want to ruin his own chances at finding the mole.

      He closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to be taunted by the sight of his lips anymore. He subconsciously inhaled Alexander’s lovely scent, filling his senses with bergamot and pine needles. This man even smelled like his country—fresh and clean, or like a walk in the woods.

      Alexander splashed water in his face, causing Hayden to jolt backward. “What did you do that for?”

      “What did you expect? You were sniffing me.” Alexander grinned teasingly. “You’re such a weirdo.”

      “Takes one to know one!” Hayden laughed. He splashed him back only to receive another face full of water. This was the start of a fun water fight. They doused each other, laughing and giggling, until someone else entered the lake.

      “We should probably go,” Alexander sighed. They had never explicitly agreed to it, but there was an unspoken understanding that they would leave whenever other people came around. Hayden liked it; that way, he didn’t have to deal with people and their emotions, but he also knew Alexander didn’t want to spend his Saturday with individuals who loved to ask him personal questions. After all, as a Council member, he was practically a celebrity. “But maybe we could hang out later today?”

      Hayden gave him a playful push. “You’re already missing me, aren’t you?”

      Alexander grinned. “Always.”

      

      When Hayden got back to his apartment, he saw a letter had arrived for him. He ran into Lowell’s bedroom, letter in hand, and tried to shake him awake. “Lowell! I got a letter. It must be from my parents!”

      Lowell groaned and rolled onto his back, only to fall asleep again right away.

      Hayden sat down at the desk beside the bed and started reading his letter. He was halfway when the door to the room opened and Suri came in. She climbed on top of his shoulder and read along with him.

      After they had finished reading, Hayden decided to write back immediately.

      
        
        Dear Mom and Dad,

        

        I am glad to hear you are doing well. Almost two months have passed since we arrived, but I only received your letter today. I know this is the safest way of communicating, but it is also the slowest.

        Over the past few months, I have learned much about the Council. I am allowed to sit through most of their meetings, but there are some I am not invited to. The members of the Council are hardworking people, and most of them are friendly. But don’t worry; I will keep my eyes wide open.

        You asked me how we are doing. I guess I am doing all right. Ailene is breathtakingly beautiful and our apartment is very nice. There is nothing to complain about, but I have to admit that I’d rather be back home. Maybe our town pales in comparison to this city, but I cannot help but miss the feeling of sand slipping through my fingers, the starry nights, or the way the sun illuminates the desert right before darkness takes over. And I miss you. So much.

        Lowell, on the other hand, has been doing great. He has been spending a lot of time with this girl, Lena. She is Mrs. Jaymes’s assistant. Being around her always makes me feel so sad, but she seems to make Lowell happy, so I can’t do anything but like her.

        Speaking of Lowell, I think it is time to wake him up (Again. You know what he’s like). Today is my day off and I convinced him to come to the library with me, but he likes sleeping in a lot more than he likes books. I’ll have to persuade him to get out of bed somehow. Maybe I could lure him with ice cream. There is a little shop nearby that sells the best in town. To the people here, it is strange that we’ve never had ice cream before, but I’m sure it is also hard for them to imagine living in a place where ice turns into liquid in less than a few seconds.

        Anyway, I hope to hear from you soon. (I guess “soon” is relative when it comes to sending letters, but oh well . . .)

        

        Much love,

        Your son, Hayden

        

        P.S. Will you give my best to Aeryn and Duncan?

      

      

      As he put away his pen, Hayden let out a long sigh. According to his parents, they had sent the letter a few weeks after Hayden had arrived in Ailene. If it had taken this long for their letter to get to him, it would take the same amount of time for his letter to reach them. At this rate, it was going to take at least three months before he heard from them again, and this knowledge made his heart ache.

      It was strange how being away from his parents made Hayden feel sadder than ever. They had been gone from home so often, but now that he was the one who was away, it felt like there was an unbridgeable distance between them.

      Suri placed her paw on his hand and gazed up at him, her eyes full of compassion.

      “You always know how I feel, don’t you?” Hayden asked as he gently rubbed her cheek. “You know what? I’m going to take you with us today. I don’t think you’re allowed inside the library, but what they don’t know won’t hurt them, right?”

      Suri’s eyes grew wide with excitement. Apart from their evening strolls, she hadn’t been outside much lately. He couldn’t bring her to work, as only authorized personnel were allowed into the congress building, and he’d expected Lowell to take her into the city, but for some reason he hadn’t done so yet.

      Suri jumped when Hayden loudly slammed the palm of his hand on the table. “Wakey, wakey, lemon cakey!”

      Lowell shot straight up but, upon realizing there was no cake waiting for him at all, he slowly sank back into his pillow.

      Hayden hovered over him, ready to drag him out of his bed. “Come on, man, it’s nine thirty already!”

      “Just give me five more minutes, okay?” Lowell groaned and rolled over to his side. “Then I’ll do whatever you want me to. I promise.”

      Five minutes turned into fifty, but eventually Hayden managed to drag him out of bed.

      

      The smell of dust and old books greeted Hayden as he stepped into the library with Lowell and Suri. Apart from the three of them and a robot librarian, there didn’t seem to be anyone else inside. Hayden was relieved to have found the perfect opportunity to explore the place in private.

      Looking around in wonder, he found himself in a maze of shelves stacked with thick clothbound books. He knew this library went back centuries, being one of the oldest buildings in Ailene.

      How many people would have stood in the exact spot he was standing right now? Hayden tried to imagine those who had gone before him: men and women from all walks of life, high and low, rich and poor, young and old. Each of them was different, but all were special in their own way.

      Lowell randomly took a few books from the shelves as he wandered, but Hayden was looking for something specific. He was here to learn more about the Council members. As he searched, his fingers slid over the back of a book called Special Abilities: Why Some People Are Born with It and Others Are Not. He was tempted to read it, as he had been wondering about this a lot lately. He didn’t understand why he could control air and Lowell was able to use echolocation, for example, yet no one else in their families possessed any special abilities. With some effort, he pushed the question aside for now. He had to stay focused.

      Hayden chose a book about the current ambassadors and started skimming through the pages. He smiled when he saw a picture of Alexander at the beginning of his career, when he still worked as Kira’s assistant. Back then, he was still a teenager who looked like he was ready to take on the world and run for the hills at the same time. Hayden forced himself to consider that he could be the mole, but it seemed unlikely. A person who dedicated his life to making the world a better place couldn’t possibly be responsible for the deaths of so many people.

      Hayden then thought about Skylar Kaene and his patriotism. There had been attacks all over the planet, but none of them had taken place in Xarovat. It was certainly possible that a man who cared so much about his own country could have made a deal with the terrorists to spare his people in exchange for information. But would he truly be part of something so heinous?

      And then there was Devarian Rayli. The way he acted toward Hayden made him believe that something was up; he just wasn’t sure what.

      A strange feeling overwhelmed Hayden. It felt as if something inside him yearned to hold a specific book, drawing him toward a particular shelf. He left Lowell and Suri behind and walked directly to an aisle between two long bookshelves. Barely realizing what he was doing, his hand reached out for a book titled Signs, Symbols, and Symmetry. When his fingers touched the cover, a shock of excitement shot through him. Hayden didn’t exactly understand how he knew, but he was certain this was the book he was looking for.

      As he thumbed through the pages, a feeling of delight grew inside Hayden. It intensified as he got closer to what he believed to be the right page. When that page lay before him, Hayden read it carefully, and then he read it again, but there was nothing special about it. It only had some information about random symbols, and none of them stood out.

      Upset and frustrated, Hayden’s eyes filled with tears. He’d been in Ailene for two months now, but he hadn’t gotten anywhere yet. He still didn’t know who the mole might be, and he had no clue on how to figure it out. Every day that he worked for the Council, he grew more tired and stressed out.

      On top of that, it seemed like he and Lowell were slowly growing apart. His friend kept accusing him of only having eyes for Alexander, but he was the one who kept canceling their plans together to hang out with Lena. Even today, it had taken Hayden a long time to finally get Lowell to get out of bed. This upset Hayden more than he’d like to admit; Lowell always used to be so eager to spend time with him.

      Hayden angrily threw the book back on the shelf. Lowell appeared next to him, a book in one hand and a crease covering his brow. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s nothing. It’s just . . . this is all so . . .” Hayden sighed with frustration. “This is all completely useless.”

      “Not completely,” Lowell disagreed cheerfully. “I just learned some really cool stuff about our planet. Did you know how many countries there are? Twenty-three! I only knew of the existence of maybe seventeen or eighteen. But wait . . . of course you already knew that, since you are sort of on the Council and everything. But anyway, I was reading about this small island near Timberland where people experience all kinds of magic: Illusion Island. Look!” Lowell held up the page to show Hayden what he had found. “It says the island can show you all kinds of illusions, but they’re not bad ones. It’s like a mirror, teaching you things about yourself. Some people even return with great knowledge.”

      As Lowell rambled on about the place, Hayden suddenly felt so alone, as if his friend was miles away on the island and he wasn’t able to reach him. Or maybe it was Hayden who was on the island. Maybe he was the island.

      “Hayden?” Lowell snapped his fingers in front of his eyes. “Are you even listening to me?”

      Hayden wanted to respond, but he didn’t know how. It felt like he was trapped inside his own body, unable to break out, but he was too exhausted to fight the voices terrorizing his mind.

      You are worthless.

      You can’t even do one simple task to save your family.

      All you have to do is find out who the mole is, but you can’t, so they will all die.

      And it will all be on you.

      “Why did you want me to come if you can’t bother to pay any attention to what I’m saying?” Lowell snapped.

      Hayden wanted to tell him that he was trying. He was always trying, but it would never be good enough. He would never be good enough.

      Hayden slammed his fist against the shelf. A loud noise echoed through the library, followed by a softer one when Signs, Symbols, and Symmetry tumbled to the ground and landed on a random page.

      Hayden stared, bewildered, at his own fist, almost as though someone else had moved it for him. Fear shot through him as he realized that he’d lost control again.

      Lowell stood motionless as if nailed to the ground and stared at his friend. Dread flashed in his eyes.

      “I–I . . .” Hayden stammered. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “But you did!” Tears filled Lowell’s eyes. “You did.”

      At that moment, Suri joined them in the aisle. Her ears pricked up as she listened to their conversation.

      “But I didn’t hurt you. It was just some stupid bookcase. You know I would never harm you.”

      Lowell swallowed audibly. “Do I? I’m not so sure of that.”

      Hayden’s features slumped. He wanted to reach out to his friend, to hug him and assure him that he would never hurt him again, but he was too afraid Lowell wouldn’t let him. On top of that, he wouldn’t know what to say. He didn’t want to lie. But if he was going to be truly honest with his friend, he would have to admit that he wasn’t sure either.

      Suri startled them both when she produced a loud squeak. Tugging at Hayden’s trouser leg, she tried to pull him toward the book on the ground. He was a little annoyed at her interruption, but when he saw the symbol she was pointing at, he felt a sweet tug at his heart.

      “What is it?” Lowell asked curiously, leaning over the page to get a better look. “The symbol for family,” he murmured as he read the description. His eyes looked sorrowful for a moment, but he smiled when he looked up at Hayden. “You are right, Sur. We are family, and I shouldn’t let my fears get in the way. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” Hayden responded. He gave him a weak smile. It was good to hear Lowell say those things, but it didn’t change the fact that he was still afraid of him, and that his fears might be grounded.

      Lowell picked up the book and put it back on the shelf. “Can we go for that ice cream now?” he asked, turning to Hayden. “I am done with this musty old library.”

      

      They ate their ice cream without saying a word. Trying to avoid Hayden’s gaze, Lowell focused all his attention on fumbling with his napkin. He hated the uncomfortable silence, but he couldn’t bring himself to break it.

      Lately, Hayden had been dark and distant. Whenever they spent time together, his mind always seemed to be somewhere else. Lowell figured this was because his work at the Council was tiring him out. He’d often canceled their plans so that Hayden could get some more sleep, but this only had seemed to make things worse. The alternative proved no better.

      They both jolted when Hayden’s communicator buzzed and a text from Alexander appeared on the screen. Is it later today already? I think it is. Want to come over to my place?

      Lowell sighed irritably. “Seriously? Again?”

      “I’m not going,” Hayden answered immediately. “Maybe we could go watch a movie or something? I think the theaters here allow womkeys inside.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s better if we just go home.” The words had barely left Lowell’s mouth when his own communicator started buzzing as well.

      Hayden cocked his eyebrows. “Lena?”

      “Yes,” Lowell murmured, but then his lips curled into a smile. “She’s asking if I want another swimming lesson today.”

      Hayden smiled. “Then that’s what you should do. We’ll see you tonight. I’ll make dinner, so you won’t have to worry about that.”

      Lowell couldn’t help but feel guilty as he walked away, but when he turned back to tell Hayden that he wanted to go to the movies after all, he saw that they had already left.
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      Lowell thought he could never grow tired of the feeling he got while swimming. Having lived in the desert for most of his life, the first time he’d stepped into the water had been remarkable. Even though he knew the feeling of water streaming down his body while taking a shower, it was nothing like soaking himself in a lake.

      After swimming a few laps in the lake, Lowell joined Lena on the shore. He lay down on his side, propped his head up on one elbow, and gazed down at her. The sun shone directly on her face, leaving a glow about her. She looked more beautiful than ever.

      “You are doing much better already,” Lena praised his efforts. “In fact, I would almost say that you are becoming a decent swimmer.”

      Lowell chuckled. “When I finally got myself to float, you said it was a start, so I guess that’s a huge compliment coming from you.”

      As Lena smiled back at him, butterflies settled in his stomach. Over the past few months he’d had plenty of opportunities to tell her how he felt, but he had never been brave enough. Every time he’d finally found the courage to confess that he liked her, he’d imagined her turning him down, kindly but firmly, and that courage had turned to dust.

      “How was your day? Did you have fun with Hayden?”

      “It was fine.”

      Her eyebrows cocked up in surprise at his curt reply. “Did I say something to upset you?”

      “No, no, not at all.” Lowell bit his lower lip. “I’d just rather not talk about him right now.”

      “Why?” Lena asked.

      “Today something happened, and . . . let’s say Hayden and I are not in the best place right now. I mean, we’re okay—we’re fine, but not as good as I want us to be. And I think he went off to spend time with that Alexander again . . .” He let his words trail off, unsure of how to complete that sentence.

      “I know that he vexes you.” Lena touched his upper arm, her fingers gently brushing against his skin. She placed her head carefully on his shoulder. “But I have not yet figured out why.”

      “I just don’t trust him. Two months ago, he barely knew Hayden existed, but now he’s suddenly all over him. It makes me wonder . . . I don’t know, if he’s up to something, I guess. I know I sound like I’m jealous, and well, I am, but I’m also worried about him.”

      Lena gently stroked Lowell’s cheek to comfort him. “I am sorry. I wish there was something I could do to make you feel better.”

      “Trust me,” Lowell said as the warmth of her touch spread throughout his body, “you already are.”

      Lena smiled at him, but a moment later her expression changed to something he couldn’t quite read. He surveyed the look in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “I am not sure if I should tell you this,” Lena started. “I do not want you to worry, and I might be wrong about this, but . . .”

      “But what?”

      “Honestly, I do not trust Alexander either. I have practically been worshipping Kira since I was a little girl. From everything I had heard, she was an example to every young woman on the planet—brave, intelligent, and good-hearted. I wanted to be like her, so I applied for the job to observe and learn from the best. As you can imagine, I was over the moon when I started working for her.”

      “But that changed?”

      “Yes. There are things I did not expect to learn, nor wanted to. You only have to turn on the news to know the world is not as peaceful as we all pretend it to be, and I am afraid that Kira might have a hand in that. I do not have solid proof, but I have reason to believe she is somehow working with the terrorists.”

      Lowell was shocked by this revelation. “But wait . . . what does this have to do with Alexander?”

      “He started out as her assistant, and even after he became an ambassador himself, they have continued working closely together. Over the years, Alexander has always supported her, helping Kira amass power. When she speaks, everyone in the Council listens; she is practically their leader. This past year, only two of her requests have been rejected. Two out of eighteen! She has the entire Council wrapped around her finger.”

      “But that doesn’t have to mean she’s a bad person, right? Maybe she’s just good at convincing people?” Lowell’s words sounded hollow, even to him. He desperately wanted Lena to be wrong, but what if she wasn’t? If the Council was truly led by Mrs. Jaymes, and her intentions turned out not to be as honorable as everyone believed, then the planet really was in trouble.

      Lena took his hand and squeezed it softly, her eyes filled with worry. “I hope you are right, Lowell. I really hope you are.”

      

      Leaning against a tree with Suri sitting on a branch beside him, Hayden enjoyed watching Alexander doing some target practice. He knew his friend was a bit odd, but the last thing he’d expected was for him to have a shooting range in the backyard.

      It probably shouldn’t have surprised him, because almost everything about Alexander’s home was unusual. Both the interior and the exterior looked very old and chic, but the house was filled with weird knickknacks that looked like they had been gifted to him by some crazy old aunt. Hayden cracked a smile every time he passed a figurine of a pingó on a unicycle, wearing a funny hat and looking as if he was having the best day of his life. Pingós were aquatic flightless birds that lived in the ice country Korora, and they were known for their funny and peculiar characters. Since they always looked like they were wearing a suit, there was something classy about them at the same time. Hayden couldn’t help but think this perfectly described Alexander as well.

      Hayden’s favorite thing about the house was the large painting above the fireplace of Alexander and his family. Together with his parents and his sister, they all stood in front of their house back in Timberland. It didn’t take a genius to tell how much they cared about each other, even just from a photo. Hayden longed to be a part of a family like that. Or maybe some part of him yearned to be a part of Alexander’s.

      “This time I’ll hit the target!” Alexander shouted irritably after his shot had once again missed its mark. He’d aimed with a lot of precision, but the laser had barely hit the bottom of the target.

      Hayden chuckled. “You need to aim a little higher.”

      Alexander raised his arm and fired again. The laser hit the fence behind the target, leaving a black mark. “Thanks for your great advice,” he said in a low, sarcastic tone. “Do you have any more helpful tips for how to destroy my garden? Maybe next time you can make me shoot my gnomes.”

      Laughing, Hayden stepped behind him and moved his arms over Alexander’s to adjust his aim. A tingling thrill shot through his body as their skin connected. It left Hayden feeling mushy, and even a little bit aroused. He swallowed hard. “Now, try again.” He internally cringed at how shaky his voice sounded.

      Without hesitation, Alexander pulled the trigger. This time the laser hit the mark. He lowered his gun and turned around, smiling brightly. “You are a genius!” He handed Hayden the gun, and his fingers lingered a little too long as they touched once again. Alexander grinned. “It’s your turn now, but be careful. I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      After ten rounds of shooting and hitting every mark, Hayden put the gun away. “I think I’ve practiced enough for today.”

      Alexander turned to Hayden. “I can’t stand how much better you are at this than I am,” he pretended to complain before winking at him.

      Hayden grinned. “Don’t worry. You’ll learn eventually.”

      Suri jumped out of the tree and joined them. Alexander reached out to scratch her behind her ears. “Do you agree with him? Am I ever going to get better at this?”

      Suri shook her head with conviction, but then rubbed her cheek against his fingers to let him know she was kidding. Returning the gesture by stroking her cheek, Alexander fixed his eyes on Hayden. “You are adorable, you know that?”

      “Who? Me or Sur?” Hayden teased, but when he saw the look on his face, he knew the answer. The urge to kiss him overwhelmed him once again, but he knew he shouldn’t. And he wasn’t going to. Truly, he wasn’t.

      Only he did.

      Pushing all thoughts from his mind, he leaned in and kissed Alexander before his doubts could stop him. Their lips barely connected, but it still felt incredible.

      Alexander let out a soft gasp of delight, but instead of kissing him back, he slowly pulled away. “I’m sorry, Hayden . . . I know I’ve been flirting with you, but we shouldn’t be doing this.”

      A hot surge of disappointment washed over Hayden, but he understood. He really liked Alexander, but he knew anything other than friendship could cost them their jobs. It wasn’t worth the risk.

      Alexander looked straight into his eyes. “There is actually something I need to tell you.”

      

      Hayden was sitting in a comfy living room chair, but he felt anything but comfortable. Alexander still hadn’t told him what was going on and now he was stalling in the kitchen, pretending that the tea wasn’t ready yet. Suri was still outside, giving them some privacy.

      When he finally entered the living room, Alexander sat down in a chair across from Hayden and looked at him. There was internal conflict written all over his face.

      Hayden was getting impatient. “Just tell me, okay? Whatever it is, I’m sure I can handle it.”

      “It’s not so much that I think you can’t handle it . . . I just don’t want you to think that I’ve been playing you. I truly do care about you, and I consider you to be one of my closest friends.”

      If that was supposed to make Hayden feel any better, Alexander was failing miserably.

      “It’s no secret that you can control air, but . . . I have a special ability, too. As a matter of fact, I have two.”

      “Two?” Hayden’s eyes grew wide with curiosity. “What are they?”

      “Do you remember how you felt when we first met? You were all nervous and stressed out, but then I touched you and—”

      “And I felt a lot better immediately.”

      “Yes, that’s because I can transfer my feelings. When I saw you, I felt . . . well, I could tell you felt like crap, so I used that ability on you. I can only do it for a short amount of time, but sometimes that is just enough to help someone.”

      “That is pretty cool. But does it also work the other way around? Can you make people feel really bad?”

      “I suppose I could, but I have never tried it. I don’t think I ever want to.”

      Hayden couldn’t help but smile, but it quickly faded when he realized this couldn’t possibly have been his big secret. “So, what else can you do?”

      In an attempt to stall again, Alexander tried to take a sip from his tea, but Hayden took the cup away from him and put it on the side table. “Tell me. Please.”

      “Okay, but please don’t get upset with me. When you were at the library today, I was there too,” Alexander confessed.

      “What?” Panic filled Hayden from the inside out. If Alexander had been there, he had surely seen his outburst.

      “I was hiding behind one of the bookcases because I wanted to show you something. The book, the one you felt compelled to pick up—my family’s crest was on one of the pages. I visualized myself desperately wanting to see it and transferred that feeling to you. I figured that if you saw it, you would know something was up. I thought it would be a good way to start this conversation.” He rubbed his temples as if he was trying to ease an upcoming headache. “I guess it seems stupid now. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “It didn’t even work. It was the wrong page. There were only symbols on it, not family crests.”

      Alexander bit his lower lip. “You’re right, I failed. And I don’t know why I was so childish about it. I guess I was afraid to simply tell you, just like I’m afraid of telling you now.”

      Alexander reached for his cup and brought it to his lips, but Hayden immediately took it away from him again. “For fuck’s sake, stop stalling!” he snapped. “What could possibly be so awful that I wouldn’t understand?”

      “I can read minds, okay!” Alexander blurted out. “I’ve read yours a thousand times already. I know practically everything about you. I know about your parents and why you’re here. I even know about your voices. All of it.”

      “So you’ve been poking inside my head without my knowledge? What kind of person are you?” Hayden suddenly felt sick to his stomach. All this time he’d thought his secret was safe—that he somehow was in charge because he knew more than the others—but Alexander had always been a million steps ahead of him.

      Alexander buried his head in his hands. “I am so sorry, Hayden. I know that makes me an awful person, and I realize I should have told you much sooner. I’m just so used to keeping my ability a secret. Growing up, I was always open about it to everyone, but when I started working for Kira, she practically forbade me from telling anyone on the Council about it. She was afraid they’d send me away if they knew. You weren’t supposed to know, either, but the closer we became, the more I felt like I should tell you. It just never seemed like the right time.”

      “I get that, but—”

      “And you must know how desperately I want to help our world, Hayden,” Alexander interrupted. “I would never do anything to ruin your mission. In fact, I’d do anything in my power to help you succeed! I’ve been trying to from the beginning.”

      Hayden closed his eyes and shook his head, hot tears burning behind his lids. “How am I supposed to know if you’re telling the truth? For all I know, you could be the mole.”

      “Hayden.” Alexander cupped his cheeks gently. “Please look at me.” Hayden slowly opened his eyes and gazed into his. It made him feel as if he was peering right into the depths of his soul. “I promise you, I am on your side. Do you believe me?”

      Hayden nodded slowly, even though he couldn’t be sure. Not entirely. Everything about this man was wonderful. He was kind, considerate, and always ready to help without expecting anything in return. There didn’t seem to be a mean bone in his body. The idea of Alexander being the mole seemed highly improbable, but Hayden knew people could surprise you, and that wasn’t always a good thing.

      “Shit, you can’t decide if I’m telling the truth,” Alexander said, his fingers trembling slightly as they caressed Hayden’s cheeks.

      Hayden tried his best to hold back his tears. “I want to, but you aren’t making a great case for yourself. Even now, you’re still reading my mind without my permission.”

      “I know, I . . .” Alexander reluctantly let go of his face. “I’m sorry. I’ll stop right now, I promise.”

      “But how can I be sure? There’s no way for me to tell if you’re still doing it.”

      Alexander’s shoulders slumped. “I would love it if you could just trust me on this, but I know it isn’t that easy.” Suddenly, he perked up. “I think I might have a solution to our problem! One time when I was going through your mind, I saw a memory from your childhood. You were in Maraduna with your mother, and you met a man who could control air. You thought it was very cool, so when you came home you tried doing it yourself. You weren’t very successful at first, but you were persistent. After only a few tries, you managed to lift a few grains of sand.”

      Hayden couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “It was the day that I realized I had a special ability.”

      “Yes, but don’t you think it’s strange that you never knew about it until then? With today’s technology, there are many ways to detect special abilities at birth, but apparently yours hadn’t been identified. It could have been explained if it had been a very uncommon skill, but there are more people who can control air.”

      “I’ve never thought about that before.”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about it a lot. My theory is that maybe your ability isn’t to control air, but to copy other people’s talents. I mean, you are extremely sensitive, and you constantly absorb everyone’s feelings, so that kind of makes sense.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure what to say. It all sounded crazy to him, but what if Alexander was right? “If your theory is correct, shouldn’t I be able to copy your abilities, too? And Lowell’s echolocation, or Suri’s skill to freeze time?”

      “I was already hoping you’d say that, because it might be the perfect way for you to know I’m telling the truth. If you can copy my mind-reading ability, you can see for yourself.”

      Hope bubbled up inside Hayden. If Alexander was correct, this could help him in so many ways.

      “Okay.” Hayden rubbed his hands together and looked expectantly at his friend. “So, what do I do?”

      Alexander shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I just kind of . . . do it?”

      Hayden cocked one eyebrow. “Thanks, that really helps.”

      “Sorry, I–I usually focus on a person and visualize myself traveling into their mind, breaking through some kind of mental barrier. I know that sounds really creepy, but it works.”

      Hayden looked at him with a challenge written on his face. “Okay, but first I would like to ask your permission to read your mind.”

      “Yes, Hayden,” Alexander answered, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “You have my permission.”

      Hayden focused all of his attention on Alexander and tried to enter his mind. At first it didn’t seem to work, but then his own mind slowly started to fill with images that didn’t belong to him. He saw memories of Alexander’s childhood, of meeting his best friend, and the moment he became a Council member. He also witnessed the first time they had met, and the many times they were at the lake together. But he saw nothing that indicated Alexander could possibly be the mole. In fact, he’d been actively trying to read the Council members’ minds to help Hayden find out who it could be this whole time.

      “Do you believe me now?” Alexander whispered.

      Hayden nodded, overwhelmed with guilt. “I’m so sorry I doubted you.”

      Alexander took his hand and squeezed it softly. “Don’t be. I understand.”

      Hayden showed him a grateful grin, but it disappeared when he remembered something else Alexander had said. “So you know about my voices?”

      Alexander’s lips curled into a sad smile. “I can often hear your thoughts screaming inside your head. Sometimes they are so loud that I can’t bear to listen to them. I can imagine it must be very hard for you, especially while trying to figure out who the mole is.”

      “It is,” Hayden confessed. “Sometimes I wonder why I’m still trying. All I do is mess up and wish that I could go home. And even this new ability isn’t going to help me, because you weren’t able to find the mole either, right?”

      Alexander shrugged sadly. “I really tried, but I couldn’t find anything. This either means that the OWS’s intel was wrong and there is no mole, or whoever it is can block out a mind reader.”

      “Is that even possible?” Hayden’s eyebrows lifted.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who can do it, but I know there are people with a special ability like that.”

      Hayden sat up a little straighter. “Let’s pretend the mole can do it. Then in that case, we have to find out who it is by what we do know about them. Can you tell me more about the Council members? Devarian, for example. Why doesn’t he like me? Could he be the mole and somehow know I am trying to expose him?”

      Alexander couldn’t help but laugh. “You have a lively imagination, Hayden, but I don’t think Devarian is the mole. He is just afraid you’re going to take his place on the Council.”

      “That’s insane. I don’t even want to become a Council member.”

      “But Dev doesn’t know that, remember? As far as he’s concerned, you are a very ambitious intern. He used to be one himself, so he knows you have a real shot at becoming a Council member one day.”

      “I suppose that’s true.” Hayden buried his hands in his hair and let out a frustrated groan. “I can’t believe I’m still not any closer!”

      “Don’t worry, Hayden.” Alexander gave his shoulder a soft squeeze. “We’ll figure it out.”
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      In the middle of the night, Lowell startled awake. He groaned when he found Suri sitting on top of his pillow, right next to his head. They had been watching a movie together on Lowell’s bed but had fallen asleep about halfway in. Suri must’ve just woken up, realizing she wasn’t in her own bed in Hayden’s room.

      Lowell turned off the laptop on his desk and looked at Suri. “You can sleep here if you want.” He then lay on his side and pillowed his head on his arm in an attempt to continue sleeping. Suri curled up against him.

      After a while, Lowell slumped over onto his back. Now that he was awake, he was having trouble falling asleep again. His mind kept drifting off to what Lena had told him before. If it was true that both Mrs. Jaymes and Alexander were not to be trusted, then he needed to warn Hayden, but he didn’t want to accuse anyone without having solid proof first.

      Lowell got out of bed, careful not to wake Suri. Staring out of his bedroom window, he looked out over the streets and canals below. His eyes fell on a figure standing in front of their building. It was too dark to tell who it was, but his posture screamed guilt and indecisiveness.

      As if aware of being watched, the figure looked up. In that moment, a beam of moonlight shone on his face, revealing his identity. Lowell had only seen him in pictures, but there was no doubt in his mind this was Devarian Rayli.

      Lowell quickly hid behind a curtain. What in the world is he doing here? Hayden had told him he thought the man disliked him because he was afraid Hayden was going to take his place on the Council. This was certainly an odd guest to show up at his apartment, especially in the middle of the night. Lowell carefully took another peek to find Devarian was now walking away from their building.

      In a moment of insanity, Lowell decided to follow him. He grabbed Hayden’s cloak from the back of a chair and put it on. Pulling the hood up over his head until his face became a shadow, he tucked his hands into the sleeves and headed for the door.

      The suffocating warmth of the fabric enveloped him immediately. Now he understood why Hayden hadn’t worn this piece of clothing since their arrival in Ailene. It had surely been a great protection against the sun in the Wastelands, but it wasn’t made for a place like this.

      Lowell closed the door behind him, careful not to make a sound, and started looking for Devarian. It didn’t take long before he found him standing with his back against a wall, looking out over the canal. Lowell followed his gaze and saw a small watersloop floating on the stream. It didn’t really look suspicious, but it gave him an eerie feeling all the same.

      “Maybe it’s best this way,” Devarian muttered to himself, his shoulders slumping. “I can’t show him.”

      Show who what? Lowell moved a little closer to Devarian, not realizing that he was now standing right at the edge of the canal. Suddenly, Devarian turned to him, startling Lowell so much that he lost his balance and nearly fell into the water.

      Just in time, Devarian caught him by the shoulder and steadied him. “It’s a little late for a swim, don’t you think?”

      Irritated, Lowell slapped his hand away, but Devarian caught his arm and pulled him closer. “I think it’s best if you go home. It’s not always safe to walk the streets at night.”

      “Is that a threat?” Lowell jerked his arm free, anxious to get out of his grasp.

      “What? No!” Devarian answered, looking genuinely surprised.

      “Why were you at our apartment? What are your intentions with Hayden? Do you have some devious plan to get rid of him?” Lowell’s eyes grew wide. “Are you going to kill him?”

      Devarian let out a pained laugh. “You must be the friend that lives with him. I don’t know why you would come up with such nonsense, but I think it’s best if we both go home now. You could really use some sleep, and so could I.”

      Lowell wanted more answers, but he knew Devarian wasn’t going to give them. Since following him would be useless now that he’d blown his cover, he admitted defeat and headed back home.

      

      The moment Lowell entered their apartment, he knew something was wrong. All the lights were on and loud rushed voices were coming from the television. Suri was sitting on the couch, trembling in shock, while Hayden stood in the middle of the room. His eyes were locked on the screen, oblivious to everything around him.

      When Lowell read the BREAKING NEWS message, his world stopped.

      Images flashed of burning buildings, of windows shattering as bombs exploded nearby, of people running, screaming, and crying out for help—images of a burning city that was once the center of the Wastelands.

      Realizing that Maraduna was under attack, Lowell’s eyes welled with tears and a lump of suffocating pain developed in his throat. This could not be happening. Not Maraduna, not their city.

      “Xarovat has sent its army to aid the people of Maraduna, but it may already be too late,” the reporter’s voice announced.

      Panic washed over Lowell. Maybe Maraduna was their main target, but there was no reason to believe the terrorists wouldn’t attack the outskirts and surrounding villages as well. What if their parents were in danger?

      Hayden started to collect his most important things and stuffed them in a bag. Lowell knew why, but he couldn’t believe he was seriously thinking about leaving. “What are you doing?”

      Hayden grabbed his jacket. “I’m going home.”

      “You can’t just leave! Going down into a warzone is insane!”

      “What I can’t do,” Hayden answered, “is leave everyone to die. Our families are there, Lowell. I need to do something!”

      “How? You don’t have weapons or any idea how to heal people. You don’t even have a way to get there!”

      “I’ll figure it out!”

      Hayden was ready to leave, but Lowell blocked his exit. “Then I’m coming with you.”

      Hayden shook his head. “No.”

      “If you don’t take me, I’ll go myself. It won’t be easy, but I’ll figure something out. That way you can’t keep an eye on me, so you don’t really have a choice.” Guilt settled in his stomach at seeing the desperate look in Hayden’s eyes, but Lowell refused to let him go alone.

      Hayden sighed, defeated. “Then pack your bags. I’ll take care of the rest.” He looked at Suri, who was still sitting on the couch. “Please, stay in Ailene. I can’t worry about you too.”

      She nodded slowly, her eyes filled with concern. Lowell knew she was helping Hayden by staying here. But he was going to help him, too—by doing the exact opposite.

      

      Standing in front of Alexander’s house, Hayden started banging on the beautifully carved wooden door. He didn’t stop until it opened.

      “Come in,” Alexander said the moment he saw him.

      Hayden figured Alexander had already been notified by the Council, but when he desperately told him about the attack and why he needed to go home, his friend still paid careful attention to his every word.

      After Hayden had finished his story, Alexander promised he would fly them to the Wastelands with his private airfloater. It was much smaller than a standard model, but big enough for about five passengers—and much faster.

      Maybe this way, they could get there in time to at least save some people. Maybe.

      

      Devarian Rayli gazed in the bathroom mirror and saw that he looked exactly the way he felt: vulnerable, tired, and most of all, scared.

      He was back at the congress building. Right after his encounter with Hayden’s friend, Kira had called to tell him the terrible news. Devarian was certain that the Maraduna attack would be keeping all of the Council members up for a long time, especially since they were the ones responsible for making arrangements to evacuate the city. As the Wastelands’ ambassador, everyone expected Devarian to take the lead, but right now he felt more like crawling into bed and hiding under the blankets.

      Even though it made more sense to think about his friends and family back in the Wastelands, his mind kept drifting off to Hayden and what the attack would do to him. Losing the place you grew up was not something you could easily shrug off, especially when you were as sensitive as Hayden.

      Over the past few months, Devarian had noticed Hayden struggled with himself a lot. He was kind and considerate, but he also got overwhelmed easily. Because of his own insecurities, Devarian had convinced himself that the intern disliked or even hated him. He’d figured that was why Hayden had been so rude to him at the beginning. Knowing better now, Devarian realized he’d responded in all the wrong ways. It had even led to people believing he was the one who disliked Hayden! They couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      Devarian wished he could fix things between them, but in order to do that, he’d have to make himself vulnerable and show Hayden the real Devarian. He’d gone to his apartment on a whim to do just that, but he’d taken the coward’s way out. What if Hayden didn’t like the true version of him? And what if he found out about his secret? It would only complicate things.

      Devarian forced himself to stop thinking about it. His attention was needed elsewhere.

      He took a deep breath and walked to the door.

      Putting back on the mask he’d been wearing most of his life, the one with the haughty expression and the perfect smile, Devarian exited the bathroom.
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      It was quiet in Maraduna. Too quiet.

      Hayden had expected to enter a burning city in a state of chaos, but apart from some small fires there were no flames, only cinders. The terrorists had come like thieves in the night, dropping bombs all over the city, and they had left almost as quickly. Having been robbed of the opportunity to fight back, the people of Maraduna hadn’t stood a chance. Everything that had once been the heart of the Wastelands had now been reduced to ashes and dust.

      For an outsider, it was almost impossible to picture what the city had once looked like, but Hayden could still see it, even through the wreckage. He could still imagine the sandstone walls and domes of the houses as they shimmered in the hot afternoon sun—houses that were now only piles of broken rubble. He could still hear the voices of the people in the market stalls and shop windows as they shouted over each other to attract customers—people that were now gone forever. He could still hear the laughter from the groups around the cozy bonfires. He could still feel the cool air of the wind as it caressed his skin, a wind that now painfully buffeted him with sand and small debris. Where once there had been a city buzzing with activity, there was now only silence. In the same space where there had once been a city teeming with life, there was now only death.

      Hayden had known many emotions in his life, and he’d felt them in almost every level of intensity. Right now, all of the worst ones were raging inside of him like a hurricane. Together with Lowell and Alexander, the group slowly made their way through the rubble. With every step they took, the ashes that covered the ground clung to the soles of their shoes, leaving sand-colored footprints behind. As Hayden looked at them, he was overwhelmed by the urge to wipe it all away—the ashes, the pain, all of it.

      As he slowly raised his hand, palm up to the sky, the wind started to pick up.

      Soon, the wind was raging, blowing sand in all directions. Hayden could barely hear Lowell’s voice as he called out to him, begging him to stop. It hadn’t been his intention to cause a sandstorm, but his emotions were so intense, he didn’t know how to stop himself.

      Alexander moved to stand behind him and rested his hands on his shoulders. At the touch, an unexpected shiver of pleasure ran through his body and Hayden slowly started to relax.

      The wind began to cease until it had completely stopped blowing, and Hayden turned to look at Alexander. “Did you help me by transferring your feelings?”

      “N-no, I was just . . .” Alexander started, but he let his sentence trail off. He was staring at Hayden almost as if mesmerized under a hypnotic spell, unable to look away.

      Hayden’s breathing slightly hastened as he stared back. Feelings once again rushed through his body, but most of these were good. Being in this awful situation, he would have expected them to feel misplaced and inappropriate, but in that moment, he realized that sometimes roses bloomed even at the end of the world.

      His train of thought was broken when he heard a small voice that sounded like an echo inside his mind. Please . . . I don’t want to die . . . I don’t . . . want to die . . . 

      “Did you hear that?” he asked. Alexander nodded slowly, but there was so much emotion in his eyes that Hayden wished he would say something. “We should go look.”

      He felt like he was supposed to lead the way, but he had no idea where to begin. If only the voice would say something else, then maybe he could follow the sound.

      Lowell pulled at his sleeve, urging him to follow. “I just used my echolocation, and I think I’ve found someone.”

      Hayden’s feet were already moving before he fully realized what was going on. When they reached the right spot, he saw the person lying underneath a pile of rubble, covered in ashes and dust. It was a little girl. She looked scared, and her face was contorted in pain. He gently stroked her temple, tracing his fingers along the edge of her hairline. “Can you tell me your name, piccola?”

      She tried to answer him, but she only managed to say a few words, her voice sounding awfully raspy. “Family . . . bunker . . . help.”

      “What did she say?” Lowell asked.

      “Something about a bunker. I know there are some underground shelters hidden all over Maraduna, but I’m not sure if that’s what she meant.”

      The girl let out a soft whimper.

      “I think it’s best if we take her to the floater first and ask questions later,” Alexander suggested. “We can’t be sure it’s safe out here.”

      After they removed the debris, Hayden lifted her off the ground and carried her to the airfloater. Inside, he carefully placed the girl on the ground and took off his jacket, folding it into a pillow for her head.

      Lowell knelt next to her and looked at her wounds. “We should probably get a doctor to look at her.”

      “I’m sure the Xarovatian army will arrive soon,” Alexander said, even though he didn’t sound very certain at all. “They will have medics with them.”

      What’s wrong? Hayden asked Alexander in his mind.

      The Xarovatian army will be using airdrifters to travel to the Wastelands and the country is a lot farther away than Ailene, so it will take them a while to arrive. I’m not sure if we can wait that long.

      “Bunk . . .” the girl rasped, interrupting their conversation.

      “There’s a bunker?” Lowell asked. “Is your family there? Can you tell us where to find it?”

      “It . . . it’s . . .” Tears formed at the corners of her eyes.

      Hayden gave her a reassuring smile. “If you can’t say it, just think it. I can read minds.”

      Lowell gave him a surprised look, but said nothing.

      Hayden read in her mind that she and her father had been on their way to a bunker, but she’d lost sight of him during one of the explosions. She knew that the rest of her family had already reached the shelter and that among them was her uncle, a doctor. She also told Hayden how to find the place.

      “Do you think you’ll be able to find it?” Alexander asked Hayden. I’m sorry I didn’t take charge before. I never meant to leave you drowning.

      “Yes.” That’s okay. I’m sure you were just as bewildered as I was.

      But I was supposed to help you. And I didn’t. I’m sorry I let you down. “Then take Lowell to go find them. I’ll keep an eye on the girl and contact Xarovat’s army when they arrive.” He handed Hayden a small but lethal gun. “And make sure you get back to us in one piece.”

      Hayden quickly examined the gun, then returned his gaze to Alexander with a slight smile on his face. “I won’t let you down, sir. Just as you’ve never let me down.”

      

      Fear was Lowell’s constant companion as they searched the area for the bunker. Not only was he scared the terrorists would return, but he was also afraid of what they might find inside the shelter. Maybe it had offered enough protection, but it was still possible that the people taking refuge there hadn’t survived the bombing. The thought of having to see more dead bodies, particularly those related to this poor little girl, chilled him to the bone.

      He tried to distract himself with thoughts about Lena, but he kept thinking about his parents and the fact that Hayden was now able to read minds. His best friend had told him about being able to absorb other people’s abilities after they left Alexander and the girl at the floater. Lowell didn’t like the fact that Hayden had gotten his mind-reading ability from Alexander, realizing this meant the Council member had known Hayden’s every thought from the beginning.

      When they reached the bunker, Hayden dropped to his knees and began clearing away the sand to uncover a hatch in the ground. Next to it was a small control panel, and he quickly pushed in a code to open the door. Lowell was surprised that it worked, but then he realized Hayden must’ve read it in the girl’s mind.

      They descended a metal ladder that led into a dark tunnel. Lowell was about to suggest that maybe he could use his echolocation to find out if there were any survivors when a hidden door opened beside them. A big-shouldered man jumped out and pushed Lowell up against the opposite wall.

      Hayden immediately reached for his gun and pressed it against the attacker’s temple. “Let go of him,” he demanded, but more people poured out through the door and a woman pressed a gun against the back of his head.

      Hayden slowly lowered his weapon. “Please, don’t hurt my friend,” he pleaded.

      “Hayden?” the woman asked in surprise.

      Lowell only needed to hear her voice to know it was his mother. “Mom,” he said, his lips trembling. “Are you okay?”

      Aeryn pushed past both Hayden and Lowell’s attacker and wrapped her boy in her arms. “I am, and so is your father.” She hugged him so tightly, she almost squished him. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      When she let go of him, she turned to Hayden. The second their gazes met, she broke down into sobs. “I’m so sorry, Hayden. I am so sorry.”

      

      “Sorry? Sorry for what?” Hayden gave her a puzzled look, but when he saw the expression on her face—one of pain and regret, but mostly concern—he broke away from her embrace. “What are you sorry for? What happened?” Choking panic rose inside him. The way she seemed reluctant to tell him could only mean something terrible had happened.

      Hayden grabbed her by the arms and forced her to look at him. The more his panic settled in, the more hostile his voice sounded. “Tell me!”

      Lowell tried to pull him away from his mother, but Hayden refused to let go of her. He needed to know the truth.

      When Aeryn finally spoke, all the fears that had lived inside of him for the last nineteen years instantly became reality. “I am so sorry, Hayden,” she cried, her voice full of compassion. “But your parents—they didn’t make it.”

      As the words crashed down on him, his whole world fell apart. He fell apart.

      “No, no . . . no,” Hayden kept repeating, everything inside him refusing to believe it. “No, you’re lying . . . you are lying.” He stared at her, feeling dazed and disoriented. He was scared, confused, and devastated all at once, and he felt sick to his stomach with desperation. Sadly, there was only one way he knew how to express any of those feelings. “That’s not true!” he shouted as he tightened his grip on Aeryn’s arms, squeezing hard.

      “You’re hurting me.” Her voice trembled with fear.

      “Please let go of her,” Lowell begged him.

      Hayden didn’t register either of their pleas. All he could hear was the loud pounding of his heart as it pumped a surge of blood through his body. They couldn’t be dead—not his parents. No, they could not be dead—they weren’t. He was sure of it.

      “Don’t lie to me!” The words had barely left his mouth when a needle pricked the side of his neck. His vision started to blur as his body went numb. Hayden began to collapse to the ground, but Lowell caught him just in time.

      The last thing Hayden saw was his friend staring at him, his eyes filled with tears.

      Then everything went black.

      

      When consciousness returned to him, Hayden found himself lying on his back on the ground inside the bunker. His body still felt numb, but he managed to open his eyes.

      As he stared up at the ceiling, a single tear dripped down his cheek. He knew it had been wrong to hurt Lowell’s mother, but he didn’t have the strength to feel any regret. He didn’t have the strength to feel anything at all.

      Hayden heard muffled voices talking in the background. He could tell that they belonged to Lowell and Aeryn, but there was a third voice as well. He was almost certain it had to be Duncan.

      “How long will he be out?” Lowell asked.

      “The doctor said the sedative would work for about half an hour. I think it’s about that long ago that he injected it, so it shouldn’t be long now before he wakes up,” Aeryn answered.

      “Then please tell me, quickly, what happened to his parents exactly. I need to know so I can tell him myself. Hopefully he’ll respond better to it if he hears it from me instead of someone else.”

      Aeryn swallowed, the sound audible in the stillness around them. “We were in Maraduna when it happened, getting supplies for the shop. When the attack started, people from the OWS came to help us, but Hayden’s parents were the ones who brought us to this bunker. Everyone was already inside except for them, and—” Aeryn began to sob, unable to continue.

      “And what, Mom?”

      “The door was already closing when the bombs started falling,” Duncan continued for her. “They couldn’t make it inside in time.”

      Hayden blinked, and then he blinked again. He could see it clearly in his mind, the vision of his parents standing there, protecting people—helping Duncan and Aeryn, and others they probably didn’t even know—but failing to save themselves.

      He could see them running toward the closing door.

      He envisioned the bombs falling from the sky, the light blindingly bright as they went off.

      His parents were there, and then they weren’t.

      Erased from the planet.

      Erased from existence.

      Hayden wished he could join them.
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      When Hayden arrived back at the floater, Alexander approached him with a worried expression on his face. “Are you all right?” he asked. “About thirty minutes ago, the doctor arrived and he told me you and Lowell were delayed. I thought that sounded kind of strange, since it’s not like you’re a floater or anything, right? Anyway, I read his mind and I figured out that he’d restrained you with some kind of drug, but I didn’t get much more information out of him because he was too occupied with his niece, and—”

      Alexander immediately shut up when Hayden looked at him, his face a pale, twisted mask of torment.

      “If you want to know, you should just read my mind,” Hayden said in a cold, emotionless tone.

      “I know you think I read everyone’s mind whenever I feel like it, which is probably true, but I know how much it bothers you, so I haven’t—”

      Hayden put his finger on Alexander’s lips to shush him. “Please, Alex, just do it. I can’t—I just can’t.”

      Finally realizing something terrible must have happened, Alexander nodded slowly. Tears formed in his eyes as he read Hayden’s mind. Instead of saying anything, he took him by the hand and led him into the airfloater, where they sat down inside the cockpit.

      From the moment Hayden had regained consciousness, he’d been feeling numb. Now, being here with Alexander, all his feelings came rushing in at once. Burying his head in his hands, he began to sob uncontrollably.

      Alexander wrapped his arms around him and held him tight as he let out all of his misery. Hayden buried himself in Alexander’s embrace, desperate for his comforting touch to heal him, even though he knew nothing in the world would ever be able to cure him from this pain.

      

      When he entered the cockpit, Lowell didn’t know whether he should speak up or stay silent. He was relieved to see Hayden. After his friend had sneaked out of the bunker without telling anyone, Lowell had desperately been looking for him. And yet, the way he was sitting there, looking so vulnerable in Alexander’s arms, made him feel like he was trespassing.

      Back in the bunker, his parents had told him about the OWS and how Hayden had been trying to figure out if there was a mole in the Council. Lowell didn’t understand why even his parents knew this—especially since the OWS was so secretive about virtually everything—but no one had told him, despite the fact that he could’ve helped. In a way, he had been helping, trying to find evidence that could prove Alexander and Kira were up to something, but he could have done more. If only he had known what was going on.

      Alexander’s eyes were fixed on him a few seconds later. Afraid that he had read his mind, Lowell felt heat rising into his cheeks, and he quickly started talking to distract him. “Sorry for interrupting, but I came to look for Hayden. Are there any updates?”

      “The army has arrived and is now searching for survivors,” Alexander answered without breaking his gaze. “They were contacted by several OWS agents, who brought about sixty people to safety. They are now evacuating the surrounding areas in case there’s another attack. Your parents can fly back with us to Ailene if they want. I am sure I can find a place for them to stay. Probably even in the same apartment complex you live in.”

      In normal circumstances Lowell would’ve avoided accepting anything from him, but it was a kind offer, and he didn’t really see another option. “That would be great, thanks.”

      “What about the girl? Did you happen to talk to her uncle, the doctor?” Alexander asked. “Is she going to live?”

      “I did. According to him, she is going to be all right. He was actually asking about you. I think he wants to thank you again for helping his niece.”

      Alexander looked at Hayden, who was still a heap within his arms. “Okay, I will talk to him, but we’ll be leaving for Ailene right after.”

      

      Lowell was happier than ever to be back in Ailene, especially now that his parents were with him. His heart jumped when he caught sight of Lena waiting for them at their apartment. There was so much he wanted to tell her, and he knew she would listen—really listen—to everything he had to say.

      Lena hugged him in greeting and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “You have no idea how grateful I am to see you once again, Lowell. I was incredibly worried about you.”

      In that moment, Lowell longed to kiss her more than ever. They’d only been apart for a day, but it felt like a lifetime ago since he’d last seen her.

      Lowell’s parents introduced themselves to Lena, stating that they’d heard so much about her in the last couple of hours that it felt like they already knew her. Before, this would have embarrassed Lowell, but things were different now. Everything was different.

      In the meantime, Hayden had locked himself inside his bedroom. Lowell hated to admit it, but he was glad for it. He felt for him, and his heart broke every time he thought about what he was going through, but he couldn’t erase the memory of his friend hurting his mother.

      She’d begged him to stop—they both had—but Hayden had been too out of control. Lowell wanted to forget all about it and try to be there for his best friend, but how could he when the bruises on his mother’s arms were a constant reminder?

      

      Even though Lowell was happy his parents were there, he was relieved when they left an hour later to discuss their options with Alexander regarding an apartment. After the craziness of the past day, he was eager to spend some time alone with Lena.

      The moment Aeryn and Duncan were gone, Suri went inside the bedroom she shared with Hayden to give them some privacy.

      Lena reached for Lowell’s hand and held it softly. “When I learned you were back in the Wastelands, it felt as though my heart stopped beating.” As she looked up at him, her eyes glistened with tears. “I was afraid that I might lose you.”

      Trying to comfort her, Lowell cupped her cheek and caressed her skin with his thumb. As he looked into her eyes, he felt an overwhelming pull toward her. He leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. For a moment, he was afraid that she might pull away, but she didn’t. Instead, she kissed him back, softly but unwavering.

      Lowell had always thought that kissing a girl as wonderful as Lena would be fantastic. It didn’t entirely match his high expectations, but he still greatly enjoyed it. When she eventually broke it off a few moments later, he was pretty disappointed.

      Pulling her into an embrace, Lowell held Lena. He stroked her hair gently, soaking in her sweet scent. “This is probably not the time, but I think we might be right about Kira and Alexander. Although, I think there might also be something up with Mr. Rayli.”

      Letting go of him, Lena’s expression immediately turned serious. “Why? What did you learn?”

      Lowell told her everything he knew about the terrorists, the OWS, and how Hayden had turned out to be one of their undercover agents trying to find a mole in the Council. He realized that Hayden would want him to keep it a secret, but this was Lena. Lowell trusted her. He also told her about his strange encounter with Devarian the other day. “If I combine our theory that Kira’s up to something with what I’ve learned, then it  . . .”

      Lena finished his sentence, “. . . would logically follow that she is the mole! And you believe Alexander and Devarian are assisting her?”

      “Exactly. Or, well, I’m not sure about Devarian, to be honest. I think he’s up to something, because Hayden told me he’s afraid he will take his place on the Council, but that doesn’t make him a terrorist. But Alexander . . .”

      “But if he is part of the terrorist group, Hayden must know about it.”

      “I agree, but I can tell that he’s falling in love with Alexander, and if I start accusing him without real proof, then he’ll refuse to believe me.”

      “Then we must find some.” Lena sounded determined, but her expression changed into something more uncertain. “I do not know Hayden very well, and even though his situation is vastly different from mine, I do have some experience losing a parent. Perhaps I should be the one to talk to him?”

      Lowell hesitated. Maybe she could help Hayden, but what if she only upset him more? What if he would hurt her like he had his mother?

      “All right,” Lowell eventually gave in. Maybe it would do Hayden some good to know that there were more people out there who cared about him. “But I’ll be right outside in case something goes wrong.”

      

      Hayden sat on his bed and stared out into space in front of him, physically unable to do anything else. It felt as if he had been struck by a huge wave in the middle of the ocean. He loved swimming because it gave him a sense of being in control, but he’d hated it when he was only able to float; it reminded him too much of his own life. He was always drifting in open water, unable to go anywhere but wherever the stream would take him. Without warning, a wave could unexpectedly catch him and pull him under, and right now he was drowning.

      “Hayden?”

      Hayden dazedly looked up to see that Lena had entered his bedroom. He blinked a few times, his mind unable to process the fact that out of all people, it was her. Not Lowell or Alexander, but Lena.

      “Is it okay if I come in?” she asked.

      Part of him wanted to point out that she already had, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak the words. Instead, he ignored her and focused his attention on Suri, who was silently sitting on her little bed in the corner of the room, staring up at him.

      “I am very sorry about what happened to your parents,” Lena started. “I will not pretend that our circumstances are anything alike, but I lost my father when I was eight, so I do know a few things about losing someone you love.”

      She sat down on the edge of the bed and placed her hand on his. Hayden fought the urge to push it away. “What I am trying to say is that you are not alone. That you have people to talk to, people who care about you and want to help you. Especially Lowell.”

      Hayden closed his eyes, trying to listen to her and focus on all that was still good in his life, but the voices wouldn’t let him.

      No one loves you.

      Lowell will forever hate you for what you did to his mother.

      Alexander will eventually see you for what you are.

      Suri is so scared of you that she won’t even leave her bed.

      “Perhaps he does not always understand you, but he loves you dearly.”

      She’s lying. No one loves you.

      “Shut up!” Hayden shouted. It was clear Lena thought he was yelling at her, but he wasn’t; he was yelling at them.

      Hayden’s heart was beating loudly in his ears. He could tell Lena was talking again because he saw her lips moving, but he could no longer hear her over the deafening screams inside his head.

      Hayden pressed his hands to his ears in a futile attempt to drown out the voices. “Leave me alone!” he shouted. He rose from the bed, placing himself right in front of Lena.

      Suddenly aware of the fact that she was still in his room, Hayden stared at her, his eyes wide with shock. Lena was looking at him as if he was an out-of-control monster that would attack her any moment now.

      “You should get out,” Hayden tried to warn her, but when he heard his voice, he realized it sounded more like a threat.

      Fear written all over her face, Lena quickly ran out the door, leaving him alone once again.

      Hayden sat back down on the bed and pulled his knees against his chest. Tears slowly fell from his eyes as he realized that he was more alone than he’d ever been before.

      But he was wrong. Two little paws appeared at the side of the bed, gripping tightly at the blankets, right before Suri’s snout poked out over the edge. After she’d pulled herself up, she snuggled against Hayden and let out a soft, comforting beep to remind him that no matter what, she would never leave him.
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      In the weeks that followed, Hayden only left his bed when necessary. Aeryn and Duncan had settled into an apartment four doors down, and Lowell had joined them. This meant that except for the times that Lowell came over to bring them food, the only person Hayden saw was Suri. She always lay cuddled up against him, refusing to leave his side.

      It was the middle of the night when Hayden woke up from a recurring nightmare about his parents getting killed by the bombs. Panting and sweating, he rolled over on his side and found himself staring right into Suri’s eyes. “Hey,” he whispered. “Trouble sleeping?”

      Suri rubbed his cheek with her own before she nestled herself against his chest. He noticed how tense her body was, so he buried his fingers in her fur and started massaging her back and shoulders. Suri slowly started to relax, making soft and contented noises before finally drifting off into sleep.

      Hayden was glad to have been able to help her, but now that Suri was asleep, he was left alone with his thoughts once again. This was never a good situation. He thought about Lowell and how much he missed having him around. His friend did come in thrice a day to bring him food, but he seemed like he was always in a hurry to get out.

      Hayden understood that he was difficult to deal with right now, especially since he wasn’t able to do much but sit on his bed and gaze in front of him. But what Lowell didn’t seem to understand was that he was fighting every second of every day to drown out the voices. It took so much of his energy, he simply couldn’t bring himself to do anything else. There was nothing else left.

      Suri’s paws twitched in her sleep, unintentionally kicking Hayden against his chest. She, at least, seemed to get him. She was there for him unconditionally, and even though she was always nearby, she gave him the space he needed and made sure that her presence didn’t overwhelm him.

      In a way, it was a lot like how Alexander supported him. He never visited during the day, but he came over every night when Hayden was asleep to check up on him, leaving nothing but a simple note on his nightstand to remind him he was not alone. At first, Suri had opened the apartment door for him, but after five visits she’d given him a spare key card so he could do it himself.

      Hayden reached for today’s note and hugged it to his chest. You got it in you, it read—a pleasant change to what the voices constantly told him. A deep longing for Alexander grew like an ache in his chest. He not only wanted to see him, but he also wanted to be near him and touch him.

      Hayden opened the top drawer and pulled out a pen to scribble something on the back of the note. Please don’t leave. Hayden realized that he wasn’t just referring to Alexander’s physical presence—he was asking him to stay when no one else would.

      His biggest fear was that the people he loved would one day abandon him, and every day he became more convinced that such an outcome was inevitable. His parents were gone, and soon Lowell would leave him too. It couldn’t be too long before he realized Hayden wasn’t worth the trouble, especially after everything he’d done—he’d terrified both Lowell and Lena, and on top of that, he’d physically hurt Aeryn. He regretted it all, but he didn’t know how to make up for any of it.

      Hayden closed his eyes, hoping the answer would come to him in his sleep. Instead, he had another nightmare.

      

      A few hours later, Alexander gently nudged him awake. Still dazed from sleep, eyes heavy, Hayden slowly righted himself and gazed up at him. For the first time in weeks, his heart jolted with elation rather than pain. It was so good to finally see him again.

      At meeting his gaze, Alexander’s eyes flicked down to the ground, slowly inching up again until they rested on Hayden’s face. The corners of Alexander’s mouth twitched into a small smile as he took him in, undoubtedly noting Hayden’s messy hair and how his eyes were only half open. He grinned. “I think you could use a shower.”

      Seeing the way Alexander studied him, Hayden suddenly felt very self-aware. He awkwardly ran his hand through his hair, leaving strands sticking out in all directions. “I should probably do something about this as well.”

      “Nah.” Alexander reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Hayden’s face, his fingers lingering on his cheek. “It looks cute this way.”

      Hayden’s breathing staggered as a nervous flutter ran through him, a wave of butterflies filling his core. He wanted nothing more than to lean in and kiss him, but Alexander had already stopped him once before, and Hayden didn’t think he could handle another rejection. Not now. Unsure of what else to do, he got up and sleepily shuffled to the bathroom, trying to ignore the feeling of Alexander’s eyes on his back as they followed him through the room.

      He noticed a rather expensive vase of beautiful flowers on his desk. Assuming Alexander had brought it, he made a mental note to thank him later.

      In the bathroom, Hayden quickly peeled off his clothes and stepped into the shower. Trying to push thoughts of Alexander from his mind, he buried his head in the hot stream. His traitorous hand rose to the spot on his cheek where Alexander had touched him of its own accord, the touch of his fingers still tingling on his skin. It was impossible for Hayden to deny any longer that he was in love with that handsome, kindhearted, compassionate Council member.

      Stepping out of the shower, Hayden dried himself off, put on his pants, and brushed his teeth. When he was done, he appraised himself in the bathroom mirror. He looked thinner than before and noticed several days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks. Apart from that, his eyelids were slightly swollen; his face looked scarily pale. Although he knew he shouldn’t entertain such thoughts, Hayden couldn’t help but wonder if Alexander thought him less attractive this way.

      Hayden quickly shaved before he took another glance in the mirror. Though he looked more like himself now, he still felt as if the man staring back at him was a stranger. In that moment he felt overcome with anger, with helplessness. His life had taken such a dramatic turn that he didn’t know which way was up anymore, and there was not a single thing he could do about it.

      Barely aware of his own movement, Hayden punched the mirror. The glass cracked as the skin on his knuckles split apart. Pain erupted in his hand, yet he couldn’t bring himself to care. He stared at the blood freely dripping down his palm, almost mesmerized by the scene. In some odd way, it was nice to feel a pain other than the one terrorizing his heart.

      A few seconds later, Alexander burst into the bathroom, ready to tackle whatever adversity had befallen his friend. Quickly understanding what had happened, he rushed over and grabbed Hayden by the shoulders. His face etched with worry, he forced Hayden to look at him. “What did you do?”

      “It was just . . . I don’t know.”

      Alexander gazed into his eyes, concern coloring his features. Hayden realized he should have been feeling something that resembled panic—he’d lost control once again—but with Alexander standing so close to him, all he could feel was longing. He wanted to move closer—no, he wanted Alexander to move closer so he could lean in and kiss him. He wanted to taste him so badly that it ached.

      “I want it, too,” Alexander whispered. “So much.”

      Under different circumstances, Hayden would have told him once again to stop reading his mind, but in this moment he couldn’t have cared less. He reached up and gently touched Alexander’s face. After a silent moment that seemed to stretch on for hours, he leaned in and finally kissed him.

      Their first real kiss was sweet, gentle. A tender warmth filled Hayden like none he had ever known before, like being wrapped up in a cozy blanket by a crackling fireplace.

      Alexander wrapped his arm around Hayden’s shoulder, carefully cupping the back of his head to pull him closer, and deepened their kiss. Then he froze. It was only a split second, but long enough for Hayden to notice.

      Hayden reluctantly let go of the Council member and looked into his eyes, his own filled with sadness. “What’s wrong?”

      Alexander rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry. This was amazing—you are amazing, but the Council—”

      “They don’t have to know,” Hayden interrupted quickly. “We weren’t together before, but it made no difference. Maraduna . . .” He swallowed hard, trying to hold back the tears welling behind his eyes. “It didn’t matter.”

      Alexander shrouded Hayden in his arms, pulling him into a tight hug. “Everything matters, Hayden. I care about you so much, but there’s too much at stake right now. I’m already feeling bad enough about lying to the Council about our mind-reading abilities. If we add another lie to it, where does it end?”

      “I don’t know . . .” Hayden closed his eyes, soaking in everything about the man before him: his characteristic scent of bergamot and pine needles, the warmth of his skin, the sensation of his touch.

      Maybe he was right. This could only end in disaster. Hayden’s life was a concatenation of awful events, unfortunate circumstances, and bad luck. A romance between them couldn’t possibly end any different.

      But even if they could never be together, he at least had this: a true friend—someone who genuinely cared about him.

      That alone was more than he deserved.

      

      Later that day, Alexander convinced Hayden to join him on a walk through the city. Hayden expected he would feel miserable being among others again, but it was strangely refreshing after being trapped in his own thoughts for so long.

      People were walking around, shopping and going about their daily business. A small group of teens passed them, chattering excitedly as they made their way home from school. It all stood in stark contrast to Hayden’s memories of the ruins that once had been Maraduna.

      Hayden’s legs became weak and wobbly as he thought back to the day that he’d witnessed it all. Noticing his discomfort, Alexander put a hand on his lower back to steady him and kept it there.

      After crossing a small white stone bridge, Alexander led him into a chocolaterie. A bell above the door produced a cheerful jingle when they entered the shop. Behind the counter stood a blonde-haired white woman in her early twenties wearing an apron and a warm smile.

      “Hello, Mr. Collins,” she greeted. “It’s always good to see you!” Her eyes twinkled as they locked on Hayden, who stood very close to Alexander. With the Council member’s hand still on his lower back, he was practically caught in a protective half embrace. “Are you here to introduce me to this darling young man of yours?”

      “Hi, Kirstin,” Alexander responded with a smile. “This is Hayden Navarro. He’s our intern.”

      Understanding dawned on Kirstin’s face. “Ah, so not a boyfriend, then. Too bad. You look really cute together.”

      Hayden felt tears pricking behind his eyes. Her words felt like a punch to the gut. Being with Alexander was all he wanted, but it was also the one thing he would never be able to have.

      Alexander lightly caressed his shoulder. “We would like to try some of your self-made chocolates,” he told Kirsten before turning his gaze to Hayden. “They are the best in all of Ailene.”

      Kirstin immediately moved into action. She opened a couple of boxes and placed different kinds of chocolates neatly on a plate. The candies were of various shapes and colors, and they all looked delicious. She moved the plate toward Hayden and gestured for him to try one.

      Hayden reluctantly picked it up and took a bite. He didn’t feel like eating anything, but he didn’t want to ruin it for Alexander. However, as soon as the sweet flavor met his tongue, his eyes lit up with delighted surprise. It tasted incredible.

      Alexander smiled as he watched Hayden pick up another chocolate. “I’m glad Kira introduced me to you, Kirstin. Otherwise, we would have missed out on a lot of sweetness.”

      Hayden looked up, surprised and still chewing. “You know Kira?”

      Kirstin chuckled. “Of course I know her. She’s my aunt.”

      Hayden couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have Mrs. Jaymes as an aunt. He had a lot of respect for the woman, but she still made him feel nervous and small every time they interacted. “That must be . . . something.”

      Kirstin gave him a knowing smile. “Everyone thinks she’s a hard-ass, but she’s actually very kind. A true family person. She’s all about her children, making sure they are safe and happy, and she loves joking with her husband. I grew up in the countryside, but she often visited. She always made me feel so loved.”

      Hayden’s jaw nearly dropped. “Are we truly talking about the same person?”

      “You are, and it’s true,” Alexander said. “She can be tough on others, but when it comes to her family, she’s a total sweetheart. Though she does have the cringiest humor.”

      Kirstin and Alexander simultaneously broke into laughter. Hayden couldn’t bring himself to join in; his heart still hurt too much. Even so, it was comforting to feel their joy as he unconsciously absorbed their every feeling.

      On their way back to his apartment, Hayden took a good look around. As they walked by the beautiful old buildings of Ailene, he realized they were once made by the ancestors of those who lived here today. They had poured their hearts and souls into creating a city that would be the home of so many in the ages to come.

      Hayden thought Ailene was one of the most beautiful and vibrant cities in the world, one that should be treasured.

      He could only hope it wouldn’t suffer the same fate as Maraduna.

      

      “I should probably head off,” Lowell said, sounding like he wasn’t truly planning on leaving just yet. He was over at Lena’s, where they had spent most of their day together watching movies and playing video games. He knew he had to leave, but the comfort of her presence was far more appealing than the pressing darkness that had taken up residence back at Hayden’s apartment.

      Lena sat next to him on the couch, her legs pulled onto his lap, and looked at him. “You do not have to go. I noticed you have been stalling for time, even more than usual.” She smiled, but her eyes were full of concern. “I can see this whole situation is eating away at you.”

      Lowell sat back, allowing himself to get comfortable again, and started to caress her calf. “It is, but this isn’t about me. Hayden is the one in pain, so I shouldn’t be the one complaining.”

      “You are not.” Pulling her legs from his lap, Lena leaned closer and wrapped her arms around his neck. “It is difficult for you, too.”

      Lowell wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her onto his lap, where she rested her cheek against his chest. “He’s been there for me all my life. I’ve always had this habit of getting myself into trouble, but every time I fell, he was there to pick me up and put me back together. But now he’s the one who’s broken, and . . .” His voice cracked with emotion. “I don’t know how to fix him. And I hate how scared I get when I’m around him.” Tears welled up in his eyes as he voiced his worst fear. “What if he can’t be fixed? What if he gives up completely?”

      “He will not.” Lena pressed a kiss onto his lips. “We will make certain of that.”

      “I hope you are right.” He kissed the top of her head before resting his cheek against her hair. He held her tightly against him. “Because I can’t imagine living my life without him.”

      “You will not have to. I promise.”

      Even though he knew she couldn’t truly promise that, her words still comforted Lowell. He pressed another kiss in her hair, but then he realized there was something he still hadn’t asked her. “Have you learned more about Kira or Alexander? I know I said I would help you look into them, but I realize that I haven’t been of much use.”

      He felt her tense, but her voice sounded normal when she answered, “That is okay. I have not been able to discover much else about them.”

      It sounded like the truth, but Lowell could tell something was off. He lifted her chin so she would look at him. “Are you all right?”

      “I . . .” Lena hesitated at first, but when her eyes met his, her expression changed from one of indecisiveness to determination. “There is something I must tell you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “When I confided in you that I had my suspicions about Kira, I did not tell you everything. Shortly after I began working as her assistant, I saw some encrypted documents and wondered about their meaning. When I asked her about it, she replied it was none of my concern. I could not shake the feeling that something was off, so I wanted to decrypt it. But I did not know how or who I could ask for help. Then someone from the Initiative contacted me.”

      “The Initiative?” Lowell asked in surprise. “What’s that?”

      “I had not heard of them before, either, but they are a group of people who attempt to change the world for the better. They want to stop the terrorists, too. We are not alone, Lowell. There are people who will fight with us, who will give everything to stop them.”

      “That’s great, but I don’t understand what this has to do with anything. The OWS is also trying to stop them, remember? And what about the documents?”

      “Before I began working for Kira, I occasionally wrote articles for a small political literary magazine. The woman who reached out to me claimed she had read some of my pieces about my vision for the world, and that my ideas aligned with theirs. She told me she would love to have me join their cause. I know you think they are just another group that wants to protect people, and that is true, but the difference is that they will genuinely take action to make that happen.

      “Let us be honest, what has the OWS really accomplished so far? They knew about the potential attack on Maraduna months ago, and yet all they did was send a boy to perhaps discern who might be a terrorist. That is the equivalent of doing nothing, and they prevented nothing. Maraduna was still attacked, and people still died.”

      Lowell knew she was right. The OWS simply wasn’t doing enough. There needed to be someone who acted decisively. Otherwise, attacks like this would keep happening, and more innocents would die.

      “As for the documents, I presented them to the Initiative. They decrypted them, and we were shocked. It contained lists with names and dates of the attacks, including plans on how to execute them. The only problem was that none of the documents were signed by Kira, so we could not use them as evidence. But after you told me about Hayden and the OWS, we became even more certain she is a terrorist sympathizer.”

      “Wait . . . they know? I told you that in confidence!”

      “I am sorry, but we need all the help we can get, and I trust them. They have done a lot of good already, Lowell, and I think we could help them do more.”

      Lowell didn’t know whether to kiss her or get angry with her. He loved how passionate she was about doing the right thing, but he knew nothing about this Initiative. And he didn’t like that they now knew all about Hayden’s secret.

      “I understand if you are angry with me.” Lena nervously picked at the polish on her fingernails. “But I hope you trust me enough to know I would not have told them if I did not truly believe they could help us.”

      Lowell took her hand and gently caressed it. “Of course I trust you.” He pressed a kiss on her fingertips. “But I hope they won’t mind if I meet them? I would like to know who I’m dealing with, even if I already know they are good people.”

      “Yes, of course. I will ask to arrange a meeting with the both of us.”

      “I guess I have something to look forward to, then,” Lowell said, sounding somewhat hesitant.

      “You do.” Lena gave him a soft kiss on his lips. “Things will get better. We will find a way to make it so.”
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      Lena gave Lowell a quick tour through Initiative headquarters as she led him to the conference room. Lowell wasn’t sure where to look; there was so much to see that he could barely keep up. There were many agents in all areas of the building, discussing matters in small groups or working behind expensive laptops and other high-tech electronic devices. The walls were covered with big screens showing maps, high-tech surveillance information, and tracking devices. When Lena had first told him about the Initiative, he hadn’t expected there would be so many people involved. In his mind, they were a small group that hoped they could make big things happen, but now he was starting to believe they could actually pull it off.

      Inside the conference room, Lowell stared at an impressively big flat-screen monitor on which several images of previous terrorist attack locations flashed by.

      Feeling a bit intimidated at the sight, Lowell almost jumped when a black-bearded rough-looking white man entered the room. A tightness pulled across his chest, but his fear immediately subsided when the man smiled at him.

      The man gave him a rough handshake. “You must be Lowell.” Even though his tight grip was rather painful, Lowell forced a smile and nodded. “My name is Elesio Boucher, and I am, in a way, the leader of the Initiative.”

      Suddenly filled with boyish excitement and admiration, Lowell couldn’t help but gush. “You founded it, didn’t you? Lena told me about you on our way over. Everything looks so cool around here!”

      Elesio chuckled. “That’s correct, young man. I saw how the world was falling apart, and I felt like I had to do something about it. With the help of a small group of like-minded friends, I started helping people in different ways. We supported charities and fought injustice on a small scale, but over the years many have joined us, and we grew into what we are today. One of our current main goals is abolishing the Council. After the Great Revolt, people were more convinced than ever that the Council was the answer to all of our problems, but it is obvious to me that it is, in fact, largely the cause of the mess we’re in.”

      Lowell’s brow furrowed.

      “You don’t agree?”

      “I don’t know . . . I do believe something’s up, but I also think the whole idea of a democracy isn’t a bad thing.”

      “Yes, in theory it’s a great system. But are we truly living in one, Lowell? Isn’t the Council, for the better part, controlled by Jaymes and Collins?” Lowell knew he was right. According to Lena, all important decisions were influenced by one of the two.

      “I have heard many great things about you, Lowell,” Elesio continued. “And I believe you could be a great asset to our cause—if you’d join us, of course. I think you are a brave young man, and that’s exactly what the world needs right now: people who are willing to fight for what’s right.”

      At his praise, a proud smile appeared on Lowell’s face. He’d always felt like he lacked courage, but ever since he had witnessed the Maraduna attack, something had shifted inside of him. Watching Maraduna in ruins and losing people he knew and cared about had changed him in ways he didn’t fully understand yet. He was still afraid, but he wouldn’t let it stop him anymore. Instead of scaring away from it, he would personally see to it that nothing like the Maraduna attack ever happened again.

      “I’m in,” he said, determination in his voice. “I will do whatever it takes to help you.”

      Elesio smiled kindly. “I am very glad to hear that. We already have some things you could help us with, but first I need you to go to your friend. I heard from Lena that you have a birthday party to attend, and I don’t think you want to be late for that.”

      

      Devarian stood in front of Hayden’s apartment door as nervous flutters danced in his stomach. It had taken all his courage to get here, but it would take even more to stay. He’d desperately wanted to see how Hayden was doing, so he’d decided to use his birthday as an excuse for a visit. But now he was losing his nerve; he wasn’t so sure it was a good idea anymore.

      Devarian clutched the small gift he had bought for Hayden in the palm of his hand. He was anxious to give it to him, and not in the good way. He was scared he wouldn’t appreciate it at all. He’d sent him flowers some weeks after his parents had died, but that had been different. He’d done it anonymously, so he never had to see his reaction. He would have to see it now.

      What if he didn’t like his birthday present? Maybe I shouldn’t give it to him. Maybe I should just leave.

      Devarian took in a deep breath, willing himself to be brave. But he wasn’t.

      He turned around and left, taking his present with him.

      

      Carrying a birthday cake in his hands, Alexander quietly entered Hayden’s apartment. He wore a silly pointed party hat, which was currently sitting lopsided on his head. Today was Hayden’s birthday and he was determined to bring at least one smile to his face, even if it lasted only a second.

      After putting the cake on the dinner table, Alexander walked over to the couch where Hayden was sleeping. His eye fell on the coffee table. There was an unopened letter on it. These days, not a lot of people sent letters anymore, but Alexander knew it was how Hayden had been communicating with his parents. It had to be from them.

      He silently knelt beside Hayden, making sure not to wake him. Brushing a strand of hair from Hayden’s face, Alexander imagined what it would be like to have him sleep in his arms, his own body wrapped around him in a tight embrace. Sadness overwhelmed him at the knowledge that such a thing would probably never happen.

      Not wanting to wake him quite yet, Alexander checked his communicator expecting a message from one of his closest friends, Jax Braeden. He’d met him back in Timberland the day before he’d left for Ailene, but they had kept in touch by sending each other direct messages over a social media app called Chirper. Over the years, they’d supported each other through thick and thin, giving advice on how to deal with relationships and numerous difficult situations. Alexander longed to tell him about the mess he was in, but he knew he couldn’t. Jax was a good person, but he would never understand the importance of making sacrifices like this.

      Jax would probably tell him to take Hayden and go to a country far away—abduct him, if necessary—and let somebody else take care of saving the world. But those would be the words of a man currently giving up an important job in Peshar to move back to Timberland all because he couldn’t stand being away from Liam, the man he loved most in the world.

      Jax had once told him that if there was a purpose to life, then his was Liam. As much as Alexander loved that idea, it brought about a bitter feeling in his chest. He longed to have a relationship like that himself, but he knew he was burdened with a much harder task. Changing the world required sacrifices, and he often felt like he was making decisions that weren’t his to make.

      Hayden slowly opened his eyes, staring dazedly at Alexander. “Hey . . . what are you doing here?”

      “What am I doing here?” Alexander echoed, acting incredulous, and put away his communicator. “I am obviously here,” he continued, pulling his sleepy friend into a hug, “to wish you a happy birthday!”

      “Obviously.” Hayden slowly sat up and hugged him back. He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Thanks, Alex. You being here is a nice surprise.”

      “So . . . how does it feel not to be nineteen anymore?”

      The smile on Hayden’s face grew a little as he reached out to straighten Alexander’s party hat. “Why do you always ask strange questions?”

      Alexander grinned back at him. “Because I was born like this.”

      Hayden looked up into his eyes. Thank the stars for that, Alexander instinctively read in his mind. Immediately, he was wracked with guilt. Hayden had made it clear he didn’t appreciate him intruding on his thoughts, but Alexander hadn’t meant to. With other people, he could only read their thoughts if he chose to, but with Hayden it was the opposite; he consciously had to decide not to. Alexander wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was their connection, or maybe he’d read his mind so often that it somehow came natural now.

      Trying to hide his blushing, Alexander sat down next to Hayden and pointed at the unopened letter on the coffee table. “Would you like for me to be here when you open it? We could do it now. It’s from your parents, isn’t it?”

      “No,” Hayden answered quickly. “I mean, yes, it is, but I’d rather not open it. Not yet.”

      Had their roles been reversed, Alexander would have opened the letter the moment it arrived. But he understood Hayden wasn’t ready to read what were probably his parents’ last words to him. “Then let me give you your present instead.” He took a book out of his briefcase and placed it on Hayden’s lap.

      Hayden eyed it curiously. Special Abilities: Why Some People Are Born with It and Others Are Not the title on the cover read.

      “A friend of mine wrote it some years ago, and I saw you touching it in the library. I thought you might find it interesting. It states that, according to some scientists, special abilities are hereditary, but they are caused by recessive mutations that occur spontaneously. This would explain why so few of us have them.”

      “So that makes us mutants?” Seeing the shocked expression on Alexander’s face, Hayden gave him a half smile. “I was just kidding; I don’t see you as a mutant.”

      “Well, I definitely don’t see you as one, either.” Instinctively, Alexander placed his hand on Hayden’s thigh and regretted it immediately. He knew he should stop doing things like this, but it was difficult when your heart didn’t cooperate with your mind.

      “Let’s have ourselves some cake, shall we?” Alexander pretended it had been a casual touch and quickly fled to the table.

      

      Hayden’s heart ached as they sat at the table, but he didn’t mention it. Waking up with Alexander so close to him, having him surprise him for his birthday, the comfort of his hug, the feel of his fingers as he’d touched his leg—it had all felt so right, but Hayden knew that none of it had been good.

      He was already a mess, even apart from having to fight his feelings for Alexander. More and more, Hayden started to realize that this couldn’t go on for much longer. He either had to force his heart to accept he was just a friend, or cut him out of his private life entirely. There didn’t seem to be another option.

      Seemingly oblivious to his internal struggle, Alexander told Hayden about the latest happenings with the Council and that everyone missed him. Even Devarian seemed much gloomier, but they figured that probably had more to do with the attack on the Wastelands than Hayden’s absence.

      “We have also decided that more should be done to protect the people,” Alexander continued. “Instead of waiting for the OWS to act, we want to take control of the situation ourselves.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Hayden asked, surprised.

      “Of course I am. Aren’t you?”

      “I agree that they should have evacuated Maraduna even before I left for Ailene, but you can’t forget all the good the OWS has done over the years. They made a horrible mistake, but I think it’s a bigger one to exclude them from any future decisions regarding the terrorists. In fact, I think you should give them a place on the Council.”

      “Are you serious? I thought—”

      “You thought I resented them for murdering my parents? Well, they didn’t—the terrorists did.”

      Alexander looked at him intently. “Sometimes you surprise me, Hayden.”

      “I can’t hate the thing my parents believed in so much,” he explained, tears threatening to fall from his eyes. “They were so involved with the OWS, it’s like it’s a part of them. Hating it would be like hating them, and I could never do that.”

      Alexander reached for Hayden’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Maybe you’re right. They did make a mistake, but they shouldn’t be ignored. It’s when we work together that things get better, right?”

      Hayden shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know anymore. I just want to go home, but I can’t. I have no home to go back to. And I just—I don’t understand where Lowell is. He’s supposed to be here. We always celebrate our birthdays together. So where is he? And where has he been the past few weeks? Or months, even?”

      “Hayden, let me stop you there. You think Lowell is trying to keep his distance from you because he doesn’t care enough and has other, more important things on his mind, right?” Hayden nodded slowly. “Then you are truly off your crackers.”

      “Off my what? I am pretty sure that’s not—”

      “Don’t interrupt me!” Alexander’s voice sounded dead serious, but the twinkle in his eyes betrayed his amusement. “Listen, Hayden, Lowell cares a lot about you. But you must understand that, even though this is definitely harder on you, the loss of Maraduna and your parents has also greatly affected him. I am sure he is mourning their losses, too, even though he doesn’t show it. He wants to help you, but he’s scared and hurt, and he doesn’t know how.”

      As the realization sank in, Hayden buried his head in his hands. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I guess you’re right . . . I should’ve been there for him.”

      “Please don’t do this guilt thing again, Hayden. You have always been there for him, but this time you needed someone to take care of you. There’s no shame in that. And even though Lowell really wanted to help you, he couldn’t. There’s no shame in that, either.”

      Hayden looked down at his hands. He didn’t know what to say. Alexander was right, but he couldn’t help but feel guilty. If only he could get his feelings under control, then maybe he could be there for his friend again. Maybe he could be what Lowell needed him to be again. Rubbing his temples, he focused his gaze on Alexander. “Will you help me?”

      “Yes,” Alexander answered right away. “With what?”

      “As you know, I can copy other people’s abilities, and I was thinking . . . well, I always feel so much. Maybe it’s all connected. And maybe, if I somehow found a way to control my thoughts and feelings, I could also find a way to live with . . . all of it.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure asking him for help was a good idea. That would surely push him straight toward option number one—forcing himself to accept that his feelings could never become reality—and even though he wanted to be Alexander’s friend, he wasn’t sure his heart could handle it. But he had to do it for Lowell.

      “I would love to help you,” Alexander responded without hesitation. “I don’t have the answers yet, but we will find them together.” He smiled. “Don’t you worry, Navarro. We’ll figure it out.”

      

      Lowell heard voices coming from the apartment, but as soon as he opened the door, Hayden and Alexander fell silent. Pushing back his chair, Hayden stood up and hurried over to greet him, but Lowell instinctively drew back when he reached out to him.

      Hayden swallowed audibly. “I am not—I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

      Lowell hated this. He didn’t want to act like a wounded animal, but he couldn’t help but feel anxious around his friend. The image of Hayden hurting his mom was still seared into his brain. He knew Hayden hadn’t meant to. In that moment, anger had completely consumed him and he’d lost control over himself. But that also meant it could happen again.

      Alexander got up from his chair, clearly aware of the tension between them. “Maybe it’s best if I leave.” He briefly touched Hayden’s shoulder before he went on his way, leaving them to themselves.

      Another silence fell, and neither one of them knew what to do. They stared at each other uncomfortably for a while until they both spoke up at the same time, trying to apologize for their behavior.

      “You shouldn’t be the one to apologize,” Hayden protested. “These past few months I should have been there for you. And I was horrible to your mother and Lena. I understand why you are afraid of me, and if I’m honest, I have to admit that I’m afraid of myself as well.”

      Lowell’s features softened as it dawned on him that Hayden was just as scared as he was. He suddenly looked so small and breakable. “Hey,” Lowell soothed as he opened his arms to him. “Come here.”

      A grateful smile broke through on Hayden’s face as he locked himself inside his friend’s embrace. “I know things are difficult right now,” Lowell started. “But even in the midst of all this darkness, we’re still us. We just have to make sure we stay that way.”

      Wiping a tear from his cheek, Hayden broke their embrace and took a deep breath before he smiled. “Okay, that’s enough of the mushy stuff. Let’s grab a drink before you think I’m always this emotional.”

      “But you are always this emotional! Everybody knows that.” Lowell laughed and walked over to the fridge to grab some drinks. “But that’s part of your charm.”

      After they settled on the couch, Lowell’s eye fell on an unopened letter on the coffee table. “What’s that?”

      “Just a letter,” Hayden answered vaguely.

      “Oh, of course. Stupid of me, because people send letters all the time,” Lowell responded sarcastically. “Who’s it from?”

      “My parents,” Hayden answered in a small voice. “I think they must’ve sent it before they died. They probably gave instructions for it to be delivered on my birthday.”

      “Then why haven’t you opened it?”

      “Because I’m afraid of what I’ll feel.”

      “Let’s open it together, then. If it’s too much, I’ll be there to pick you up.”

      

      Hayden didn’t want to open the letter, but maybe this was actually a really good idea. Opening it together could be a way to share the burden of their grief—that might be the perfect opportunity to restrengthen their bond.

      He reached for the letter and sat back on the couch. He opened it hesitantly and saw it was from his father.

      

      
        
        Dear Son,

        

        First, I want to start by wishing you a happy birthday. It is strange not to be there to celebrate it with you. I know I haven’t been around enough, but not a year has gone by that I didn’t get to spend your big day with you and your mother.

        I can’t believe it’s your twentieth birthday when I feel like it was just yesterday that I held you in my arms for the first time. I think being apart from you for too long has made me soft, but I keep thinking about all the memories we had together. I know there should have been more. Thankfully, I will have many years to make up for that.

        I want you to understand why we asked you to go to Ailene. We believe in the Organization of World Security and the work we do. We see what is wrong in the world and we want to change that, but nothing could ever be more important to us than your well-being. While it is true that your work at the Council is important, our biggest need was for you to leave the Wastelands in case the attack really did take place. All we ever truly wanted was to create a world in which you could be safe.

        All of our actions matter, always. But your life matters most.

        

        We love you,

        Your father

      

      

      Hot tears poured down Hayden’s cheeks. When he had started reading, he’d felt like he was going to fall apart all over again, but his father’s words were like a balm for his heart. After all those years, he finally got what he had wanted for so long. Just like his parents, all Hayden had ever wanted was for the people he loved to be safe, but that could never happen as long as the world wasn’t.

      Hayden finally knew what to do.

      It was time to follow in his parents’ footsteps.

      It was time for action.

      It was time to contact the OWS.
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      Hayden was kissing his colleague, agent Jozee Ridley, inside her office at OWS headquarters. In theory, he liked making out with attractive people like her. He might have even enjoyed it, too, if his mind hadn’t kept drifting to Alexander. He wished he could hit the pause button and grant himself a few minutes to figure out another way to move forward, but he didn’t have the ability to freeze time.

      Hayden had tried it over and over again, but eventually he had accepted he couldn’t copy Suri’s ability. The book Alexander had given him for his birthday called it a “womkey power” since the records showed that no other creature had ever possessed the ability. Hayden figured that was the reason he wasn’t able to absorb it, which he thought was highly inconvenient, especially right now.

      Still, the book had taught him more about Suri’s ability. She could stop time in her immediate surroundings for a few minutes but still move around herself. She could also “unfreeze” up to two other creatures, the four elements of matter, and even some objects, but nothing with high density. This meant she could breathe or hold a blanket while time was stopped, for instance, but she couldn’t open a door or carry a gun.

      Still kissing Jozee, Hayden weighed his options. He could tell her this wasn’t working and leave, but he didn’t want to ruin it for her. It didn’t matter that she was using him as much as he was using her. They’d made a deal: she was trying to forget her feelings for her best friend by making out with Hayden, and he occasionally made out with her to forget that he loved Alexander.

      Not that it was working very well for Hayden. His mind wandered to Alexander every single time. At the mere thought of him, butterflies erupted in his stomach, but they were always accompanied by the sting of hurt and rejection. Alexander didn’t want to be with him. Even if it was solely because of the Council, it stung all the same.

      Over the past year, Hayden had learned that feelings like that weren’t going to go away somehow unless you ignored them. But as with most things, there was a downside to just pretending it didn’t exist. Ignoring the bad feelings also meant ignoring everything that caused them.

      Eventually, it had left him feeling nothing much at all, and he was strangely okay with that. If not caring meant that the voices had no control over him anymore, it was worth the cost. This way, he wouldn’t hurt his loved ones; this way, he could focus on his goal to protect them. The only solution Hayden saw right now was to push back all memories of Alexander and keep on going.

      Hayden sighed, forcing himself into that empty space he’d created deep inside of him. There, he could think and feel nothing at all.

      

      When Lowell had first gotten to know Lena, he imagined kissing her would be the highest possible pleasure. But now, after spending the night with her for the very first time, he knew he couldn’t possibly have been more wrong.

      Lowell rolled onto his side and looked at her. She was still asleep, the sheets pulled up only halfway over her naked body. A ray of sunlight beamed through his bedroom window, the bright light falling perfectly on her, revealing her beautiful curves. Lowell could never get enough of gazing at Lena, especially when she looked like this.

      Lowell gently caressed the soft skin of her shoulder. She stirred, slowly opening her eyes and gracing him with a smile. “Too impatient to wait for me to wake up on my own, were you?”

      Lowell pressed a kiss to her lips. “Sorry.”

      Lena nestled into his arms and rested her cheek on his chest. “It is all right.” She stared at his chest, tracing the lines of his developing muscles. Since he’d joined the Initiative, he’d been training hard to prepare himself for any possible combat situation. Though he wasn’t nearly as strong as most of the other agents, he was making good progress.

      Lowell could tell Lena’s mind was somewhere else. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Hayden.”

      Not exactly the answer Lowell had hoped for—ideally, he would’ve wanted to hear something that resembled “you” or “last night”—but he understood where she was coming from.

      Lena put her index finger to her mouth and tapped her lips as a frown formed. “I have been trying to figure him out for a while now, but it seems to be an impossible task. I know he used to be quick to anger, but his intentions were always good. Yet nowadays . . . sometimes he appears to be so cold, but then he will decide to do something nice for me, and I do not know what to make of it. For example: Last week was the anniversary of my father’s death, and I missed him dearly. When Hayden found me crying alone in Kira’s office, he abruptly pulled me into a hug, holding me until I stopped crying. But then, out of nowhere, that cold expression returned and he asked me if I could copy a file for him.”

      “He’s been like that for a while now,” Lowell answered sadly. “One moment he’s acting cold to someone, but then suddenly the real Hayden shines through and he’s amazing, and just as quickly he changes back to that person I don’t recognize. Somehow it seems to be connected to the moment he finally took our advice and stopped hanging out with Alexander. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he’s mostly out of his life, but I do worry. It’s almost like not having Alexander around has done Hayden more harm than good.”

      “Yes, but still . . . it is good he does not spend so much time around Alexander anymore. I mean, it must be him, right? Both him and Kira?” Lena asked. “Everything points in their direction.” Lena sighed. “If only we could get our hands on some hard evidence, then we might be able to turn the tide.”

      Lowell nodded. “Don’t worry, we’re working on that. I agree that it’s already taken us too long, but we can’t lose hope.”

      “Now you sound like me.” Lena chuckled. “How long do you have before you must get ready to leave for work?”

      Lowell looked at his alarm clock. “About thirty minutes.”

      “That should be enough time.” She smiled, wrapping her arms around his neck, and softly caressed his lips with her own.

      Grinning wide, Lowell kissed her back, ready to repeat the previous night’s experience.
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      Hayden was seated inside the conference room of the congress building during a Council meeting. He was no longer there as an intern, but as the ambassador for the OWS. After Hayden’s suggestion to give them a place on the Council, Alexander had filed a motion. The majority had voted in favor.

      When the Council members discussed how they would contact the organization, Hayden had asked the OWS for permission to tell them about his parents and how he’d recently started working for them as well. He’d left out that he’d been an agent before that. The Council members unanimously decided Hayden should take on the role as ambassador, considering they already knew and trusted him.

      The OWS had wholeheartedly agreed to the Council’s terms. They wanted to work with them, especially because of the power they stood to gain by becoming a member. And if Hayden would take on the role as ambassador, he would be able to spy on them even better.

      Today, Kira was going on and on about the plans for the upcoming Liberation Day celebration. This summer marked exactly twenty-five years since the city was freed from the Insurgents, so this year’s celebration was supposed to be extra special.

      Hayden yawned. He didn’t feel like listening to the rest of her proposal, but he couldn’t move his gaze away from her. If he did, he would have to look at Alexander sitting across from him. He knew the Timbrian ambassador had been staring at him for a while now, but he refused to meet his gaze.

      “. . . and to mark the end of the celebration, they want to set off fireworks,” Kira finished.

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea!” Skylar Kaene exclaimed excitedly. He slammed his fist onto the table a little too hard, the impact nearly sending his coffee flying into the air.

      “It does sound lovely,” Emilee Goran agreed. “I vote in favor.”

      “So do I,” Devarian added, followed by consenting noises from most of the other Council members.

      So far, Hayden had been quiet, but now it seemed like it was time to speak up. “I vote against the motion,” he barked. The room fell silent and all eyes focused on him. Hayden shrugged. “It’s a stupid idea.”

      Audible sighs came from everywhere in the room. For weeks, Hayden had been voting against all filed motions, and everyone was getting sick and tired of his thwarting.

      Stop being a jerk, Hayden.

      Get out of my head, Collins, Hayden shot back at Alexander. Before Hayden’s decision to cut him out of his private life, they had practiced their mind-reading and emotion-transfer abilities so often that their connection had strengthened to the extent that they could now put thoughts into each other’s minds.

      Why are you like this? Being a nuisance all the time, ignoring me . . . this isn’t you.

      Maybe you just don’t know me that well.

      “Mr. Navarro, can you please enlighten us why the Organization of World Security votes against this motion?” Kira emphasized the OWS’s role to remind him he wasn’t there on his own behalf.

      Devarian took a sip from his coffee and placed the cup carefully in its saucer. “I would like an explanation as well.” It came out as a sneer, but Hayden didn’t think he had meant it that way. After the Maraduna attack, Devarian had been acting differently. He still came across as vain, but he wasn’t quite so hostile toward him anymore. In fact, the rare times they were alone, he was very kind to Hayden.

      “The celebration would be a perfect target for the terrorists,” Hayden explained. “If we allow this to take place, thousands of people might be in danger. The OWS would rather not repeat earlier mistakes. So, as I said before, it’s a stupid idea.” He paused for a moment to take a good look at most of the Council members. When he spoke again, his voice sounded cold and accusing. “Unless there’s anyone here who would love another bloodbath.”

      Gasps sounded from around the room.

      What is wrong with you? Alexander demanded angrily. Hayden allowed himself a fleeting glance at the Council member. He was staring at Hayden directly, his eyes blazing with fire.

      Stop poking around inside my head! Hayden snapped.

      As if I could. You’ve built a nice thick wall of fog I can’t possibly see through.

      Well, apparently, you can.

      You are reading my mind, Hayden. And putting thoughts in there. I’m not doing anything.

      Hayden knitted his eyebrows together. If Alexander was telling the truth, he was successfully hiding his thoughts from a mind reader. That meant he’d copied it from someone—and that person could very well be the mole.

      The room fell silent when Alexander abruptly stood up, his gaze still focused on Hayden. “Can we talk in private?”

      Hayden surprised everyone when he got up and gestured for Alexander to follow him.

      As Alexander closed the door to his office, Hayden casually sat down on his neatly arranged desk, knowing this would irritate him. “What’s up, Collins?”

      Alexander rolled his eyes. “Sometimes I truly wonder why we are friends.”

      “Were,” Hayden corrected him.

      Alexander ran his hand through his hair, a hint of desperation shining in his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      Hayden toyed with the penholder on the desk, twisting the pens, pulling them out, and reinserting them. “We were friends. Past tense.”

      He pulled out a pen and started clicking it, going faster with each movement. With an annoyed sigh, Alexander grabbed his hand and forced him to a stop. “I hate that awful sound.”

      Hayden grinned, an unexpected hint of joy penetrating his emotional armor. “I know.”

      “Listen to me, Hayden.” Still gripping his hand tightly, Alexander moved closer, bending toward him until he was so close that his breath fanned Hayden’s lips. “No matter how much you irritate me, or hurt me, or try to push me away—I will never stop caring about you.”

      Alexander let go of Hayden’s hand only to gently cup his cheek. He pressed a soft kiss to the tip of his nose. “I know you can feel how much I love you. Read my mind if you have to, because I need you to know that I mean it when I tell you that . . .” Alexander swallowed hard. “I need you, Hayden. I was wrong for choosing the Council’s rule over us. I was afraid we would ruin everything, but now everything between us is ruined, and that’s even worse. I want us to be together. If it means we have to lie, then so be it.”

      Both Alexander’s words and his sudden closeness hit Hayden with such force, it dizzied him. His mind screamed to push him away and run for the door, but he was frozen in place. Here it was—the chance for him to finally get what he’d wanted all along, but now that he’d learned what it was to feel nothing, he was afraid to feel everything. If his feelings returned, so strong that he couldn’t control them, how was he supposed to keep the voices at bay? How was he supposed to make sure he wouldn’t hurt anyone again?

      His breathing accelerated as he searched Alexander’s face. He wanted to be with him so badly. The battle between temptation and logic was like a tug of war inside his body.

      Their eyes locked, and Alexander gave him a slight nod. His heartbeat thudding dully in his ears, Hayden closed his eyes. He knew he needed to leave, but his heart wouldn’t let him.

      As Hayden grazed his lips, Alexander let out a little gasp, almost a tremor, after which he slowly slipped his hands around Hayden’s waist. With passionate tenderness, Hayden pressed his mouth to Alexander’s, who immediately kissed him back.

      Hungrily tasting his lips, an exhilarating thrill shot through Hayden’s body. After having tried to suppress his feelings for months, they came rushing back in like a tsunami.

      It was too much—too overwhelming.

      Hayden pulled back, ending their kiss abruptly.

      He carelessly shoved Alexander’s hands off him but his chest ached, already longing for him again. Closing his eyes, he forcefully pushed back his feelings. He let out a long breath as the numbing calm slowly returned to his body.

      Hayden got up from the desk and pushed Alexander aside even though deep down, he wanted to bury himself in his arms and never let go. “Leave me alone,” he snapped. “From now on, our relationship is strictly business again. Got it?”

      As he walked out the door, leaving an astonished and hurt Alexander behind, Hayden wished with every bone in his body that this would be the last time he allowed his feelings to get in his way.
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      A rush of excitement shot through Lowell when the first trumpets sounded. Today was the big Liberation Day Celebration, and the city of Ailene had gone all-out. A smile grew on his face as a cloud of swirling glitter floated down around him, almost as if it was dancing. As the enormous drums joined in, confetti sprayed down, covering everyone in the brightest of colors.

      Lowell thought of how much Suri would have loved seeing the city so festive, but she’d chosen not to tag along. It was easy to lose each other in a crowd such as this, and they both knew she could get into serious trouble if she was caught out on her own. She hadn’t wanted to take the risk.

      Wanting to share in this joyful moment with at least one of his friends, Lowell turned his gaze to Hayden standing across the street. Next to him was a woman Lowell didn’t recognize, but he expected she was one of Hayden’s colleagues. The way she was whispering something into his ear, Lowell wondered if something more was going on between them.

      Hayden had told him he had to work today, so they clearly were here on duty. This meant that the OWS thought they could be in danger. It was good that they were taking extra measures just in case; no one wanted a repetition of the Maraduna attack. It was for this same reason that the Initiative had agents present as well. If Lowell looked hard enough, he could see them among the crowd dressed in day-to-day clothes to blend in, like himself.

      Lowell got the eerie feeling that someone was watching him. He slowly looked around, pretending that he was taking in all the festivities, until his eye fell on a woman looking straight at him. It was strange of her to stare at him so directly, as Lowell was certain he hadn’t met her before. If he had, he would have remembered; she stood out with her pink hair, neatly tied into a bun, and her striking blue eyes, especially in contrast to her bright-yellow coat. It seemed odd to Lowell to wear such clothing for how warm it was today, but he shrugged it off as yet another bizarre thing to add to his list. There were plenty of people in Ailene who wore things Lowell could never imagine wearing himself.

      When the trumpets sounded a second time, a hand grabbed Lowell’s shoulder. He jolted and quickly turned around.

      Alexander held up his hands. “Wow, hey, no need to be so jumpy.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in the parade?” Lowell asked suspiciously. The parade was going to be a big part of the celebration, and it was supposed to take place in about fifteen minutes. Everyone had been welcome to join, but some people—like the Council members—had been personally invited to ride on the most prominent wagon.

      “I am, but I wanted to see if everyone was doing okay first,” Alexander answered, his gaze set on Hayden.

      “He’s fine, Alexander. Why don’t you go and mind your own business?” Lowell scolded. He knew he was out of line, speaking to a Council member like that, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Alexander was up to something. What were the terrorists planning, and what was Alexander’s role in all of it?

      “You don’t like me very much, do you?” Alexander’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Why is that?”

      Avoiding his question, Lowell replied with another. “Why are you really here?”

      Alexander was about to answer when Hayden crossed the street and joined in on the conversation. “Collins. Aren’t you supposed to be in the parade?” Hayden’s voice was flat and emotionless.

      “I was just on my way to join the rest of the parade, so if you will excuse me. Mr. Navarro, Mr. Santi.” He gave them each a polite nod and walked away.

      The moment Alexander was out of earshot, Lowell turned to Hayden. “What happened between the two of you?”

      “What do you mean?” Hayden looked at him as if he had no idea what he was talking about. “I wish they hadn’t allowed for the celebration to take place,” he quickly changed the subject. “The OWS advised them not to, but the majority of the Council voted in favor of it. Don’t they see this is the perfect target for another attack?”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Lowell confessed. “And I don’t understand why. I get why the celebration is important, but is it truly worth risking everyone’s lives?”

      “The Council seems to think so, but I disagree. They think that calling off the celebration would have invoked fear among the people, showing the terrorists that Ailene is weak.” Hayden sighed. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

      “What did Kira and Alexander vote for?”

      “I am not sure about Collins, but I know Kira was very set on allowing the celebration to take place. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason,” Lowell lied. “Just curious.” He wanted to tell Hayden everything—he wanted to tell him about the Initiative, how he was part of it, and about their suspicion of Kira and Alexander—but he had promised not to. Even though they didn’t seem to be friends anymore, the Initiative didn’t want to risk the possibility of Hayden telling Alexander.

      “So . . . you’re working right now,” Lowell said instead. “The woman you were standing next to earlier was an OWS agent?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I help?”

      The look on Hayden’s face was still grim, but Lowell swore he saw a flicker of enthusiasm in his eyes. “We are trying to look for anything out of the ordinary. Something that doesn’t belong here . . . like an abandoned suitcase or, I don’t know, someone who looks like they’re up to something.”

      Lowell thought back to the odd woman he’d seen before. He turned around in a rush, grabbing Hayden’s arm in the process, and pointed at her. “Someone like that?”

      Her eyes widened as she met their gaze, but then a smug grin appeared on her face. Before either one of them could do anything, she set off in a hurry. They jumped into action to chase after her.

      They followed her down the street, forcing their way through the crowd. Lowell was so focused on her that he didn’t pay enough attention to what was right in front of him.

      Pain shot through his leg as his knee collided with the handlebars of a wrongly parked airscooter. Cursing under his breath, Lowell forced himself to keep moving, but when he looked up again, the woman had disappeared from view.

      He halted to take a good look around. He noticed that in the far distance, Hayden was climbing the exterior stairway of a building. Lowell automatically lowered his gaze to the street below where he spotted her again. As she ran, she pushed past several vehicles and pushed over some of the food stalls to create obstacles.

      For a moment, Lowell didn’t know what his next move should be, but when he saw Hayden recklessly jump from one balcony to the other, he knew the answer. He ran back to the airscooter, hopped on, and started the engine. It wasn’t the greatest idea, but it was the best he could come up with. Hardly anyone ever tried to steal airscooters because of the built-in security system that activated the moment an unknown driver took the seat. Within five minutes, the airscooter would be tracked down by the Peacekeepers, and then the thief would be in serious trouble.

      “Five minutes,” Lowell muttered to himself. “You got this.”

      As he raced through the streets toward the mysterious woman, his heart pounded wildly in his chest. He had always been the one to engage in reckless behavior, while Hayden had been the smart and responsible one. Now that the roles were reversed, Lowell finally understood how much worry he’d inflicted on his best friend over the years.

      When Lowell finally closed in on the woman, he saw that Hayden had arrived at the end of the last balcony and was readying himself to jump. His eyes widened with disbelief. Only a fool would jump from a building that high.

      Hayden’s life was more important than catching the potential terrorist. Lowell changed his course and flew directly at Hayden, making sure that if he jumped, he would be able to land on the airscooter instead of the ground, but Hayden seemed to have other plans. As he jumped, he moved away from Lowell and disappeared behind the building.

      “Idiot!” Lowell shouted, his heart nearly leaping out of his chest. Images flashed before his eyes of Hayden having fallen to his death, his broken body lying in a riotous bundle on the floor. He jerked the handlebars to the right, steering the airscooter toward his friend.

      A deep breath of relief escaped his lungs when Lowell watched Hayden use his air control to land safely on a smaller building. Of course! Lowell couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of that.

      Hayden was still chasing the terrorist, finally closing in on her. As he ran almost parallel to her, Hayden jumped off the smaller building and landed right behind her. He grabbed her by the shoulders, the impact pushing her forward onto the ground.

      Lowell forced the airscooter to an abrupt halt and jumped off. With the adrenaline still coursing through his veins, he ran to Hayden, who was now handcuffing the woman.

      “Stealing an airscooter, huh?” Hayden grinned. “You do know you only have a limited time to enjoy your theft before the Peacekeepers show up?” No sooner than he had spoken, the sirens started, followed by flashing green lights as two Peacekeeper vehicles appeared from around the corner.

      Hayden looked at Lowell with one brow raised in amusement. “I think your five minutes are over now.”

      

      That day, Lowell learned that having your best friend work for the Organization of World Security had its perks. After Hayden had explained—or rather, lied—that he had stolen the vehicle to chase down a woman, who was possibly a terrorist, the Peacekeepers immediately dropped all charges against him.

      As they waited for other OWS agents to arrive, Hayden turned to the suspected terrorist. “Who are you?”

      She spat on the ground at his feet. “That’s none of your business.”

      Hayden rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I’m going to find out anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t be so smug, if I were you. Do you honestly think you would’ve been able to catch me if I didn’t want you to?”

      Hayden called out to the Peacekeeper officer to keep an eye on her before he jumped on the airscooter. He stretched out his arm to help Lowell get up on the seat behind him. “I think it was a ruse. She probably wanted us to follow her here because we were too close to where the real attack is going to happen.”

      As they sped off, anxiety overwhelmed Lowell. The thought of another attack on a place he had grown to love made his stomach flip. The attack on Maraduna had been horrible, and it had wrecked both him and Hayden to the extent that he knew they were never fully going to recover from it. He wasn’t sure either of them could handle something like that again.

      

      When they returned to their original spot, the parade had already started. All around them, people cheered and laughed excitedly as the first wagons slowly drifted past. Under different circumstances, Lowell would have loved to see this, but right now all he could think about was how this could go wrong. “I don’t see anything,” he said to Hayden as they moved through the crowd to get a better view of the parade.

      “Just keep looking,” Hayden responded, putting away his communicator. He’d been sending alert messages to the OWS, making sure all agents present were aware of the upcoming attack.

      Cheers erupted from all around them as the next wagon passed, the one with the Council members on it. Lowell watched them as they stiffly smiled at the crowd. Then the screaming began.

      Lowell looked around frantically, trying to figure out what was going on, when Hayden grabbed his arm. “W-where are Alexander and Devarian?”

      Growing up, Hayden had always been an open book when it came to his feelings. When he was hurting, his face would contort in pain; when he was sad, his eyes would fill with tears; and when he was happy, his face would light up like the sun. Over the past year, it was like he’d put on a mask to hide all of his emotions, but right now, Lowell saw a glimpse of the old Hayden. His features were filled with absolute dread.

      Lowell didn’t get the chance to answer him, because Hayden was already on the move. He shoved away the person in front of him, pushing himself toward the wagon as he cried out for Alexander.

      Lowell wanted to follow him, but he was pulled back by a pair of strong arms. He looked back and saw that they belonged to Elesio Boucher, who was visibly worried. Desperate to help Hayden, Lowell tried to break his grip, but the leader of the Initiative refused to let go. “Listen to me, Lowell! If you go out there, you will get hurt. You have to leave right now!”

      Everything inside Lowell told him to listen to Elesio, but whatever danger was out there, he couldn’t let Hayden face it alone.

      The wagon had almost passed them when it suddenly came to a stop. It wasn’t until then that Lowell finally saw what was going on: bound to the back of the wagon was Devarian Rayli, his face pale with anxiety and a bomb strapped to his chest.

      The timer display showed less than twenty minutes.
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      “I need to get back out there!” Lowell shouted at Elesio, but he wouldn’t loosen his grip.

      “You can help here by getting the people to safety.”

      Lowell knew Elesio was right. He wouldn’t be of much help out there—he’d trained a lot, but he was nowhere near being able to take on fully trained terrorists, and he knew it—but he hated the idea of having to leave Hayden behind.

      Stay where you are, a familiar voice sounded in his head.

      “Hayden?” Lowell asked in surprise. He looked up, trying to find him, but he couldn’t see him anywhere in the screaming crowd.

      Mistaking his question, Elesio shook his head. “He’s still over there, buddy. But don’t worry, he can take care of himself.”

      Rather than explaining himself, Lowell focused his attention on the people around him. He noticed a man holding a crying baby. His shoulder was wounded, and he looked like he was about to fall apart. If there was one thing he could do, it was try to help them calm down and get them to safety. He turned to Elesio. “Let’s get them out of here.”

      

      Only a minute earlier, Hayden was running toward the back of the parade wagon. A blind panic consumed him. All he could think about was how Alexander was in danger and needed help. He ignored the group of people that jumped off the wagon and nearly got hit by one of their lasers, but he didn’t care. The only thing that mattered right now was getting the man he loved to safety.

      Hayden got temporarily distracted from his goal when he reached Devarian and saw the perilous situation he was in. “Shit, Dev,” Hayden blurted out as he looked at the bomb strapped to his chest. He had little knowledge on how to dismantle one but knew enough to understand it wasn’t going to be easy. Yet, in a strange way, they were lucky. Since no one seemed too eager to come near the bomb, the terrorists included, Hayden could stay with Devarian without having to fight anyone off.

      Hayden quickly scanned the crowd for Lowell and found him somewhere safely at the back. Stay where you are, Hayden sent into Lowell’s mind, hoping he would hear it. Then he turned his attention to Devarian again. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ve been better.” Devarian’s voice sounded very calm, but Hayden could feel ripples of fear radiating from him. He reached for his communicator and dialed Jozee’s number. When she didn’t pick up, he sent several SOS alerts to the OWS and told them to send a bomb-dismantling team as soon as possible.

      Hayden looked at the Council member. He noticed Devarian was still trying to appear calm, but Hayden could feel his panic oozing from him, and it added to his own anxiety. “I-I don’t know how to help you, Dev. I—” Hayden stammered, feeling more incapable than ever. “I don’t know anything about dismantling bombs and—”

      “It’s okay, Hayden.” Devarian gave him a weak smile. “At least you’re here.”

      Hayden laughed bitterly. “You really are the most unlucky person on the planet, aren’t you? Of all people, I have to be the one to—well, you know.”

      “Hayden, despite what you think, I don’t hate you. I really don’t.”

      “Well, I don’t . . .” No longer able to hold them back, Hayden’s eyes filled with tears. With everything that was going on—the terrorist attack, his immense concern for Alexander, and now this—Hayden could no longer keep his walls up. All his feelings were rushing in at once, pushing against the wall he had erected inside himself. It made him feel like an overcharged battery that was going to explode if it didn’t release its energy soon.

      Hayden took a few steps closer and carefully touched Devarian’s shoulders. Letting out his tears gave him a bit of a release, and Hayden slowly started to pick up on something else. It was a feeling coming from Devarian that he hadn’t noticed before. It felt . . . warm?

      Hayden gazed into his eyes so fiercely, it was almost as if it gave him direct access to his soul. “I don’t hate you either, Dev. And I’m so sorry.”

      “Hayden, I—” Devarian’s feelings now changed into something else, and it felt much like resolve. “There is something I need to tell you.” Hayden’s eyebrows lifted in surprise and curiosity. “I am probably going to die today, so this is my last chance to tell you that . . .” Devarian swallowed audibly and his feelings changed again, this time into something Hayden couldn’t quite discern. “Hayden, I . . . I’m—behind you!”

      Hayden tensed all over when he felt the cold steel barrel of a gun against the back of his head, but he was more annoyed than scared. “Seriously?” he snapped. “You had to choose this moment to point a gun at me?” He irritably waved his hand and sent the weapon flying out of his attacker’s hand. In one swift movement, he turned around, reached for his own gun, and pointed it at his assailant.

      The anger left him completely when Hayden saw his face. He wasn’t at all like the image of a dangerous terrorist who was out to kill. Instead, it was a Qáiligian young man, somewhere around Lowell’s age. Someone who likely could’ve been his friend if they had grown up together.

      “What’s your name?” Hayden asked.

      A sly smirk formed on the young man’s lips. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Yes, that’s why I asked, Javier Mendoza. Or no, you prefer being called Javi?”

      Javi’s eyes widened with displeased astonishment. “What the—how do you know my name?”

      Hayden ignored his question. “How do I stop this bomb from going off?”

      Javi stayed silent, but Hayden suspected he would have answered had he known. He sensed that the boy was worried, and not just about his own safety. Hayden couldn’t be sure, but it felt as if Javi was concerned about Devarian. As if standing here right in front of him had finally made him realize the gravity of what they were doing to him.

      Hayden swore he even heard a sigh of relief from him when agent Jozee Ridley arrived with a team of bomb-dismantling specialists. “We’ll handle this,” she assured Hayden as she cuffed the boy. “You should get on board and help the other Council members get to safety, Hayden.”

      “Is Alexander there too?”

      “I don’t know, but please, let’s not waste our time asking questions.”

      “But—” Despite his immense urge to run away to find Alexander, Hayden turned back to meet Devarian’s eye. “I couldn’t possibly leave you here.”

      

      Devarian was filled with relief when Hayden finally went on his way. He had insisted on staying, but Devarian convinced him that the other Council members—especially Alexander—needed him more than he did.

      Devarian couldn’t believe he’d almost told him the truth. It had been hard trying to keep his invisible wall up between them, especially with Hayden’s abilities. For years, Devarian had fought to keep Alexander out of his mind, but when Hayden started doing the same, it became an almost impossible fight. On top of that, Hayden could sense his every feeling, making the illusion even more difficult.

      But none of that mattered now. Soon, Devarian’s life would come to an end, and at least he wouldn’t be taking Hayden with him. Soon, the Wastelander would learn that Alexander wasn’t on the wagon and he would surely leave to find him, bringing himself to safety in the process.

      This knowledge brought Devarian a little bit of peace.

      

      Fighting his way to get on top of the wagon, Hayden realized that having air-control abilities was very convenient, but being a good shot was even more important. The first Council member he reached was Kira, engaged in hand-to-hand combat with a terrorist. Hayden wanted to come to her aid, but she was handling her foe easily, so he focused on another ambassador who was having a harder time. Hayden pointed his gun at the terrorist and fired a shot, hitting him square in the chest. He fell backward off the wagon and landed hard on the ground. “Thanks!” the Council member shouted before he turned away from him, ready to fight another enemy.

      Hayden fired some more shots as he yelled questions at Kira, asking her if she knew more about Alexander. “He’s probably still back at the Tower of Arts, where we were all supposed to gather before the parade,” she answered, firing a gun she’d just claimed from one of the terrorists. “They took us by surprise when they suddenly barged in. We knew we had to cooperate or they would shoot one of us. But of course, Alexander had to be the hero and attacked one of them.” She fired again. “They shot him and then left him behind.”

      Hayden stopped in his tracks. Everything around him started to move in slow motion. He couldn’t believe his ears. They’d shot him. The terrorists had shot Alexander.

      His heartbeat drummed loudly in his ears as he slowly looked around him. He vaguely registered Kira fighting off another attacker, but all he could think about was Alexander’s lifeless body lying on the cold floor.

      The next thing he knew, Hayden was at the Tower of Arts. He pushed open the heavy door that led inside to see a beam of bright sunlight illuminating the inside of the building, revealing Lena as she sat on her knees, clasping Alexander’s limp hand. She looked up in fear, but when she recognized Hayden, her expression changed to one of relief.

      “Hayden!” she cried. “I have never been happier to see you! Can you assist me in taking Alexander to the hospital?”

      Still not entirely aware of his own movements, he knelt next to her and checked Alexander’s pulse.

      A heartbeat. He felt a heartbeat! And it was steady!

      “I was supposed to be present to help them get aboard the wagon, but I was . . . held up,” Lena started her explanation, even though Hayden couldn’t remember asking her for one. “When I finally arrived, everyone was gone except for Alexander. I do not know what happened to him.”

      Hayden wrapped his arms around Alexander and lifted him up carefully. Once in a standing position, Lena put her arm around Alexander’s back, supporting his shoulder with her own. “Let us go.”

      

      Jumping off the wagon, Kira landed on the ground next to where Agent Jozee Ridley was standing with her back against a wall, now and then breaking cover to fire at someone. She was one of the few OWS agents Kira knew. After Alexander’s motion to give the organization a place on the Council was accepted and Hayden became their ambassador, Agent Ridley had reached out to Kira. The OWS had no intention of revealing their agents’ identities to the world, but if they were going to work together closely, they wanted at least one agent besides Hayden to be in direct contact with the Council.

      “The wagon is clear,” Kira announced. “How are things going with the bomb?”

      “Not great,” Agent Ridley admitted. “They are close to dismantling it, but there’s only one minute left on the clock. I will have to ask you to leave and get yourself to safety, Mrs. Jaymes.”

      Kira focused her attention on Devarian. “Isn’t there a way to get it off him? We can’t just leave him here to die!”

      “Listen, Mrs. Jaymes,” Agent Ridley said, irritated. “I know you mean well, but please let us do our job. We are trying our best to dismantle the bomb and get Mr. Rayli out of here. You have to realize that if he dies, we die along with him.”

      “Please, Kira. Go. There’s no need for you to die as well,” Devarian pleaded.

      Kira knew he was right. There were people who counted on her; she had a family who needed her to come home. But she couldn’t abandon Devarian. She could not leave him to his fate. “We either get out together, or we go out together,” she stated, her voice authoritative. “Because there is no way I am going to leave you.”

      Kira let out a yelp as a laser blast grazed her shoulder. Pushing through the pain, she pressed her body flat against the wall and checked if Devarian was unharmed. Her heart hammered in her chest as she looked at the timer. Thirty seconds left.

      She knew there was a big chance she was going to die, and even though she was pretending to be okay with that, she wasn’t. Not when she thought about her children. They would have to grow up without their mother in a world filled with danger. She was supposed to keep them safe, not sacrifice her life for . . . for what, really?

      One look at Devarian convinced her she was doing the right thing. She could tell her presence soothed him. Even though he was about to die, he wouldn’t be alone. And that mattered. It mattered a lot.

      Fifteen seconds left. Fear pumped through her veins with each stroke of her racing heart. When she looked at Agent Ridley, she saw her own fear reflected in her eyes, but instead of giving in, she took a deep breath. She was Kira Jaymes, the bravest woman the world had ever seen. She was the one who had helped Alexander end slavery in the Wastelands, the one who always stood up to anyone who tried to harm her people, and she would never ever run away from a fight. There was no way she was going to be scared to die.

      With only four seconds left on the clock, Kira closed her eyes and tried to picture the faces of her family. She saw her little girls, their faces beaming with joy. She saw her husband and her father. She saw her niece shaking her head at her, amused by Kira’s ridiculous ideas to change the world, and then she saw—

      “Mrs. Jaymes,” said a man. Kira opened her eyes in surprise, her gaze automatically shifting toward the timer. Two seconds left. But the time didn’t change. Her jaw nearly dropped to the floor in disbelief, but when she looked up into Jozee Ridley’s face, she knew they had done it. The bomb-dismantling team had succeeded right at the last moment.

      

      Lena sat in a chair watching Hayden as he paced up and down the emergency waiting room. Minutes after they had arrived at the hospital, Kira had called her to let her know they had the situation under control. Part of Lena wanted to tell Hayden to stop pacing, as it exacerbated her anxiety, but that wouldn’t be right, knowing how worried he was about Alexander.

      Though she still didn’t trust the Council member, she couldn’t help but worry as well. If he was seriously hurt and wasn’t going to make it, it could prove she had been wrong about him. And it would mean an innocent person had died. But even if she wasn’t wrong and he turned out to be one of the terrorists after all, it was hard for her not to hope for him to make a full recovery. She knew it would crush Hayden if he didn’t.

      Lost in her thoughts, Lena hadn’t noticed that Hayden had stopped pacing and was now sitting next to her. He gave her a weak smile when she looked at him, then refocused his gaze on the floor.

      For a long while they sat in silence, thinking about the horrifying attack and worrying about everyone they cared about. At some point, Hayden put an arm around her shoulders for comfort, and Lena leaned into his embrace. It made her feel surprisingly safe.

      “I should have stayed and helped,” Hayden whispered just loud enough for her to hear. “I should have . . .” His words lingered in the air, but he didn’t need to finish his sentence. Lena knew what would follow. She knew how much he had tried to get Alexander out of his head—out of his heart—but the moment he knew he’d been shot, he’d rushed over, leaving everyone else to their fate.

      “I understand,” Lena said. “I would make the same choice for the people I love.”

      “I don’t love—” Hayden’s teeth clenched, as if his mouth automatically prevented him from continuing the lie. He sighed sadly. “Yeah.”

      

      About half an hour later, the nurse came to tell Hayden and Lena about Alexander’s condition. He had been shot, but not with a laser; when he’d tried to stop the terrorists, someone had fired a dart laden with a sedative to knock him unconscious. He was awake now, though still a bit dazed, and they were finally allowed to see him.

      Hayden put his hand on the door handle to enter Alexander’s room and rested it there when he heard muffled voices coming from inside. “You should have listened to me,” Alexander said, his voice cracking.

      “I admit I was wrong, and I am sorry.” Kira’s voice sounded over the speaker of his communicator. “I just wanted this day to be a success . . . but you are right: I should have known better.”

      “Yes, you should have. This is not a game. If we aren’t more careful, all of our plans, all of our hopes and dreams—it could all go wrong.”

      “I know that! I almost died today, remember?” Kira responded. “And what about you? Why would you risk your life like that? They could have killed you!”

      “But they didn’t. They only sedated me,” Alexander shot back.

      “Yes, exactly! Don’t you think people will start asking questions? They will want to know why the terrorists killed everyone that stood in their way but spared you.”

      “Are you—?”

      Hayden’s hand accidentally slipped off the handle, causing the door to open. Not knowing what else to do, he stepped inside as if he hadn’t been eavesdropping on their conversation and greeted them both.

      “It is good to hear that you are alive and well, Hayden,” Kira said, her voice sounding genuine. “But I’ll leave you both to it. Take care, both of you.”

      Alexander ended the call and Hayden sat down on a chair next to the bed.

      “I heard you abandoned the entire Council to go looking for me,” Alexander began. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      Hayden hung his head. “I know. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Alexander brought a hand out from under the covers and lightly touched Hayden’s fingers. “No, you were feeling. And despite what you think, that isn’t a bad thing.”

      Hayden couldn’t disagree more. What he should have done was stay on top of the wagon and fight the terrorists. He should have saved as many people as he could, but instead he had let his feelings get in his way. Again.

      “But it is! Every time I let myself feel anything, bad things happen. And everyone I love—” Hayden swallowed hard. “They die, Alexander. They die because of me.”

      “Hayden, that is not true! None of this is your fault. How could it be?”

      Hayden pulled away his hand, not wanting to feel the warmth of Alexander’s touch, the way it sent some kind of electrical shock racing through him.

      “Listen to me, Hayden. I know how much you are struggling with yourself, but we were working on that together.” Alexander sat up, pushing the blankets off him, and reached out to touch Hayden’s cheek. “I should never have let that stupid rule come between us.”

      “Don’t. It’s not your fault.” Hayden stood abruptly, pulling away from Alexander. “But I can’t do this. Ignoring my feelings is the only way to control myself. Don’t you get it? If I feel too much, I get overwhelmed. I get angry, and I lose control, and then I hurt people.”

      “But ignoring your feelings turns you into someone that you’re not. Don’t you see that you are hurting us by not being you?” Alexander stubbornly reached for his cheek again, and this time Hayden gave in to his desire to feel his touch. “Hayden, you are a beautiful, sensitive person. You consider your feelings to be some kind of darkness that lives inside you, but they’re not. It only becomes a problem when you let them out by getting angry. And instead of fixing that by finding another outlet, you continue trying to ignore your feelings altogether, but that’s not the way to go about it either.”

      Hayden closed his eyes, trying to block out all the feelings rising up inside him.

      The terrorist attack. Fear.

      Thinking Alexander was dead. Grief.

      His concern for Lowell’s safety. Worry.

      The bomb. Anxiety.

      Alexander’s touch. Too much.

      “There is no other outlet!” Hayden cried out desperately. “You don’t understand what it’s like! When it happens, I can’t think straight. Everything around me turns into a haze, and afterwards I can barely remember what I’ve done!”

      Not waiting for a response, Hayden roughly pushed away Alexander’s hand and burst out of the room.

      

      As he aimlessly stormed through the hospital, it felt as if Hayden’s head was on fire. Thousands of thoughts invaded his mind, driving him crazy. If I hadn’t left, I would have hurt him. I can’t handle this. Maybe I should quit the Council. They should find another OWS representative. I should stay away from him. Lowell is afraid of me. I‘m afraid of myself.

      “Hayden!” Lena’s voice unexpectedly called out to him.

      Startled, Hayden snapped out of his thoughts. He looked around in a daze, shocked by the mess that surrounded him. He was in some kind of storage room, but everything around him was wrecked. Tables were overturned, shelves had been smashed, and medical supplies lay scattered all over the floor.

      Hayden looked down at his throbbing knuckles and saw they were smeared with blood. Revulsion pierced through him like a blade. Was this his doing? Had he truly done this without realizing it?

      “Did I do this?” Hayden asked with wild desperation.

      Lena didn’t respond, but the answer was clear from the scared look in her eyes.
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      Together with Jozee, Hayden stared into the OWS interrogation room through the one-way glass. It allowed agents to see the people inside but prevented them from looking back. The pink-haired terrorist they had captured right before the attack was sitting at a table, her lips curled into an amused grin. She was clearly enjoying the agents’ many failed attempts at extracting information from her.

      Hayden gently nudged Jozee’s shoulder. She was the head of the interrogation team, so she was the one who called the shots right now. “Let me talk to her.”

      “I know you want to help, but we have people who were trained for this. You, on the other hand, have zero experience with interrogation.”

      “I know that, but . . .” Hayden hesitated, unsure if he should confide in her and tell her about his special abilities. As a mind reader, he could easily get the information they needed, but Alexander had warned him to only tell people he fully trusted about his ability. But maybe now wasn’t the time to protect himself. “Jozee, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      

      There was a cold tension inside the interrogation room. It was empty except for Hayden, Jozee, and the pink-haired woman so that no other agent would learn about his ability.

      Hayden rested his hands on the table and looked the terrorist in the eye. “What is your next target, and when will it take place?”

      She laughed mockingly, oblivious to the fact that he was poking around inside her head.

      As Hayden learned about the location, worry and anxiety traveled through his body like electric shocks. Feeling close to having another breakdown, he left the room in a hurry. Ever since his outburst at the hospital, he had been feeling even more like an overcharged battery. Combined with his fresh concern for Alexander, he felt like he was on the verge of losing it again.

      “Hayden, wait!” Jozee shouted after him as he sprinted through the corridors of OWS headquarters. She quickened her pace, trying to catch up with him. When she finally did, Jozee grabbed his shoulder and forced him to a stop. Hayden involuntarily turned to meet her gaze.

      “Talk to me,” Jozee pleaded. The sound of her voice was unfamiliar to him. He had always known her as a confident, bossy superior, someone who always knew how to get things to go her way. Now she seemed tired and afraid. Maybe it was the result of the devastating attack, the price of which had almost been her life.

      “The next target is Silva, Timberland,” Hayden whispered, his voice quivering. “A week from now. They are planning on taking the city and making it their base of operations.” Tears slid down his cheeks. Silva was the city Alexander had grown up in, and his family and closest friends still lived there. If something were to happen to them, it would destroy Alexander.

      Jozee wrapped her arms around him and pressed him against her.

      “I’m so scared,” Hayden sobbed. He pushed his face into her neck and draped his arms around her shoulders. “They’re going to attack Silva, Jozee. Silva. What if he loses them? What if . . . ?” Hot tears streamed down his cheeks as images of his parents danced in front of his eyes, memories of a past that would never repeat itself. His hurt was so intense, and the idea that Alexander would have to go through the same thing . . . that was simply unbearable.

      “Who are you talking about, Hayden?” Jozee asked, her voice soft and soothing.

      “Alexander,” he sobbed. “Alexander Collins.”

      “You mean the ambassador for Timberland?” Hayden felt surprise sparking up inside of her. Ever since he’d let down his walls earlier that day, he’d been unable to fully build them back up again. For some reason, he was now more like a sponge than ever, absorbing her feelings until they were his own. “So he’s the one you’ve been trying to forget about?”

      Hayden nodded into her neck. “He now says he does want to be with me, but I don’t know, Jo. I’m so confused.”

      “I think you should just go for it.” She smiled sadly. “If Clay would ever love me like that, I wouldn’t think twice.” Jozee had been in love with her best friend for years, but she was convinced he didn’t return her feelings.

      “But you don’t understand. If I do, then . . .” Hayden sighed. “It’s not that simple.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Jozee ran her hand through his hair before she kissed the top of his head. “Things often aren’t easy, but they usually are simple.”

      

      Everyone was on edge during the first Council meeting after the attack. Several issues were on the agenda, but no one seemed in the mood to discuss them.

      Tucking his head low, Alexander laced his fingers behind his neck. He was trying his best to focus, but his mind kept drifting off to Hayden. He wondered when he would arrive. It wasn’t like him to be late for a meeting. Thinking once again about their conversation at the hospital, he could still hear the quiver in Hayden’s voice as he’d confessed his deepest fears. As Alexander relived the memory, his heart broke for him all over again. He wanted to help him so much, but he had no idea how.

      As if summoned by Alexander’s thoughts, Hayden barged into the room followed by Lena, who was clearly only pretending she was trying to stop him. “I need to talk to you,” Hayden announced to no one in particular, not caring that he was disrupting the meeting.

      “Mr. Navarro,” Kira started, ready to scorn him for his disrespectful behavior, but Devarian interrupted her.

      “Please, let him speak. I’d like to hear what he has to say.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Rayli,” Hayden said. “I came to inform you about our latest intel. The OWS has interrogated the prisoners we arrested during the attack, and we have learned their next target is Silva.”

      At the mention of his hometown, panic erupted inside Alexander. It now felt more personal than ever. Not only because they were going to attack his country, but also because a pattern had started to show: first it had been Maraduna, the city closest to Hayden’s heart; then it was Ailene, Kira’s city; and now it was his turn.

      His mind worked in overdrive as the other members discussed the best strategy to help the people of Timberland. Hayden and Lena watched from an appropriate distance.

      “If they are planning on taking the city, they will avoid using bombs, because it would ruin their new base,” Skylar Kaene argued. “If we send troops, we should be able to defeat them.”

      “What about the people?” Emilee Goran questioned. “If everyone starts shooting, they will get caught in the crossfire.”

      “I’d say we give them a choice.” Kira’s eyes slowly moved to the face of each Council member before her. “We should go to Silva and give them a chance to come back with us to Ailene. If they choose to stay, we can provide them with weapons so they can at least protect themselves during the fight.”

      “And where do you want to house that many people?” Kaene asked. “You do realize Silva is the capital city of Timberland, right? That’s a lot of residents.”

      “It doesn’t matter how we’re going to do it!” Alexander jumped in. “Our first priority is to get them out of there. We’ll have to figure out the rest later.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Collins,” Kaene responded, “I think you are too closely related to the matter to make rational decisions.”

      “Why don’t we leave it up to the Council to decide?” Everyone turned to Hayden, most of their faces betraying their annoyance at his tendency to disrupt the conversation. “Listen,” he continued, “we don’t have time for this nonsense. Mrs. Jaymes just came up with a solution. Now you either keep arguing, or you vote and see if it gets accepted. If it doesn’t, you can move on to the next idea, and so on.”

      Murmurs filled the room, but eventually everyone agreed Hayden was right. To Alexander’s relief, the majority voted in favor, and things were immediately set in motion to make plans for the journey.

      Everyone also agreed that the OWS should be in charge of the operation, but Alexander insisted on joining them. Kira didn’t want to let him go alone, so it was eventually decided that both of them would accompany the OWS agents on their mission to Timberland.

      

      Later that day, Lena informed the Initiative about the attack and the Council’s plan to send an airdrifter to Timberland to give the people a chance to flee from the coming danger and provide the rest with weapons. She was in their conference room together with Elesio, Lowell, and a group of the Initiative’s most critical agents.

      Elesio wasn’t happy with the knowledge that Kira and Alexander were going to accompany the OWS on their mission. “That much firepower!” he exclaimed in disbelief. “And they just want to hand it over to Jaymes and Collins? It would be the perfect way for them to supply the terrorists with weapons!”

      Lowell hesitated. “I don’t know. What if we’re wrong? Alexander did try to help during the last attack, and I find it hard to believe that he would hurt his own people.”

      “That is exactly what he wants you to believe,” one of the Initiative agents responded. “He’ll make sure his family will be safe during the attack, you can be certain of that!”

      “But what if we’re wrong?” Lowell insisted. “What if he truly is one of us?”

      “Then there is no problem. If their intentions are true, we have lost nothing,” Elesio reasoned. “But if they are not and we do nothing, things could go terribly wrong.”

      “But how are we getting on their drifter?” another agent asked. “There is no way we can get on board before they take off. They will be very cautious about who gets on the ship.”

      “I believe I have an idea for that.” Lena pressed a button, and a large screen on the nearest wall lit up with a blueprint of a large airdrifter. “This is the ship they plan to use. It is an XT1-500, one of the biggest drifters ever built. It cannot only transport goods and people, but also airfloaters and even smaller drifters. I agree that we will not be able to get on board before they depart, but if we pinpoint their location when they are already in the air, we can enter the ship using an airfloater of our own.”

      “But they will shoot us out of the air the moment we get close! And how are we supposed to get their location?”

      “Good question,” Lena agreed. “But I have found a solution to both problems. We need to get someone on the ship whom they trust. I would volunteer, but Kira has already instructed me to stay in Ailene, so I would suggest Lowell.”

      Lowell shot her an angry glare, but she chose to ignore him. They would have to argue later, because right now, she had to focus her full attention on how to convince the Initiative to support her plan. “If he can gain entry to the control room, he can shut off the alarm system and send us the exact location.”

      Elesio smiled, nodding with satisfaction. “I like where this is going.”

      “Well, I don’t,” Lowell muttered under his breath. But when they asked him if he was willing to cooperate, he didn’t object.

      

      Long after everyone else had left the room, Lowell and Lena were still going over the plan. “There is no way they’re going to just let me tag along,” Lowell told her. “My only connection to both the Council and the OWS is Hayden, and I don’t see why he would want me to come.”

      “Tell him you want to help,” Lena suggested.

      “He’ll say I would be helping him by staying in Ailene, where I’m safe.”

      “Then tell him you are not a child who requires protection all the time!” Lena snapped. “My apologies,” she added almost immediately. “I did not mean that. I simply do not understand why you are against my plan.”

      “I am not against the plan, and definitely not because it’s yours. It’s just that . . . it feels wrong to go behind Hayden’s back, even if it’s for a good cause. I want to work with him, not against him. And instead of discussing it with me, you put me on the spot like that in front of Elesio and other important Initiative members, forcing me to comply.”

      Lena bit her lower lip as she stared at him, guilt etched on her features. “I am so sorry that I put you in that position. Sometimes I become too focused on what I believe is right or should be done and forget to consider how it might affect others.”

      “I know. And it’s okay. Just make sure that in the future, you consult with me first when you make decisions like that, okay?” He pulled her in for a hug. There was little Lena could do to upset him for too long. Besides, he understood why she’d done it. Lives were at stake, and they didn’t want to blow their chance at helping the people of Silva.

      Still, Lowell didn’t feel comfortable with what he was about to do. And he had no idea how he was ever going to convince Hayden he should let him come with, let alone the OWS and the Council.
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      High up in the air, a giant airdrifter glided on the wind, its large body swiftly moving through the clouds. The drifter carried five airfloaters, fifty trunks filled with weapons, twenty-one crew members, fifteen OWS agents, two Council members, and one little womkey.

      Carefully tucked inside the pocket of Hayden’s cloak with only her head poking out, Suri took in their surroundings. She was glad she had been allowed on this trip, even though she had almost been sent back home when they’d tried to board the drifter.

      Bringing Lowell had already been a point of discussion. It had escalated quickly when Hayden kept insisting after the OWS had declined. The only reason Lowell had been allowed on board as an additional crew member was because Alexander had threatened to change his vote otherwise. Suri knew he would never truly do that, but thankfully for Lowell, the OWS wasn’t aware of this.

      If looks could kill, Hayden surely would have died the moment Jozee Ridley had noticed Suri in his backpack. Another agent had scorned him for disobeying orders, but Hayden had retorted that no one had given him any orders concerning Suri. Eventually, Agent Ridley had given in and told them Suri could come—on the condition that she wouldn’t cause any trouble.

      Suri was grateful for Hayden sticking up for her, even though she knew he wasn’t happy with the situation. She felt guilty for secretly climbing into his backpack, but she knew he would never have let her come otherwise. She still regretted listening to him when he’d asked her to stay in Ailene during the Maraduna attack. She could have been there for Hayden when he had learned about the deaths of his parents.

      This time, she would be there for him every step of the way.

      

      If there was one thing Lowell hated more than doing dishes, it was doing a lot of dishes. He knew he shouldn’t complain, especially since Hayden had done his best to convince the OWS that he could come, after all, but he had hoped to be assigned a different task.

      He was inside the drifter’s kitchen, scrubbing pans, plates, and cutlery as he thought about everything going on. Guilt washed over him when he recalled his conversation with Hayden. As expected, his best friend had wanted him to stay in Ailene, where it was safe. Lowell had insisted that he needed to help, stating that he hadn’t been able to save Maraduna.

      “It still keeps me up at night,” he had said. “I keep thinking that maybe we could have done more, had we come sooner.”

      “There was nothing you could have done,” Hayden had argued, his eyes filled with tears.

      “I know we couldn’t have stopped the attack from happening, but maybe we could have saved some more people.” Lowell had swallowed, trying to hold back tears of his own. “Maybe we could have saved your parents.” He still hated himself for having added that last sentence. Even though he had told Hayden the truth, he’d only done it to convince him, and stating that he wanted to help the people of Silva because they, too, had parents and other loved ones that were in danger had done the trick.

      Lowell sighed sadly as he put away the last few knives in the cutlery drawer. It was time to do his job. He just hoped he would be able to get inside the control room without raising any suspicion.

      

      Hayden closed his eyes and slowly drew in a deep breath, hoping to feel a moment of tranquility. He was sitting on the ground in one of the storage rooms. He’d tried so hard to push all of his feelings away, but his efforts thus far had been in vain. His voices were currently having a grand party inside his head.

      Going on this trip had put a huge amount of stress on Hayden, mostly because he felt anxious about having Lowell on the drifter with them. He still blamed himself for bringing him to Maraduna when it got attacked, and now here he was doing it again. To make matters worse, Suri had secretly climbed into his backpack, so now he had yet another person to worry about.

      “I’ve been looking for you. Is it okay if I join you?” Hayden’s eyes shot open at the unexpected sound of Alexander’s voice. He hadn’t thought anyone would come in here.

      Hayden’s heart jumped at seeing him, but it was soon followed by the familiar feeling of dread. “Sure,” he croaked.

      Sitting down next to him, Alexander took him in carefully, his gaze traveling over his face. “You’re not okay,” he stated matter-of-factly.

      “No, I’m not,” Hayden answered in a whisper.

      Alexander lightly touched Hayden’s arm, sliding up his fingers until they reached his shoulder. “Then let me help.”

      Hayden suppressed a gasp as a warm feeling shot up through his body. He wasn’t entirely sure if the Council member was transferring his feelings to him or if he was evoking Hayden’s own. Maybe it was both, but what he did know was that it wasn’t enough. It felt good, but it also added to his anxiety.

      Hayden willed his hand to reach out and push Alexander away, but it seemed to have a mind of its own. It moved up to his face, framing his cheek.

      “You can transfer your bad feelings into me.” Hayden shook his head, eyes wide with shock at the mere thought of it. Alexander pressed his cheek deeper into his hand, nuzzling it. “It’s okay. I can take it.”

      Hayden knew he should listen to his friend, but he simply couldn’t burden him with something that heavy. He wanted to give him something light instead. Something that would make him feel good—amazing, even.

      He could think of one way to make that happen, but he knew that he shouldn’t do it. And yet the thought of kissing Alexander, of being that close to him again, set everything inside Hayden on fire. His brain screamed for him to get up and leave, but how could he when he and Alexander were like magnets, eternally pulling each other closer?

      Despite his best efforts, Hayden was unable to block out his feelings of desire. He grasped the back of Alexander’s head with both hands and kissed him so hard, it nearly bruised his lips.

      Surprised but ecstatic, Alexander drew Hayden closer and pulled him onto his lap, returning his kiss with fierce passion.

      More feelings erupted inside of Hayden, all at once—feelings of longing, guilt, fear, and love. His head was spinning, his body straining more and more toward Alexander. It all happened with such intensity that it overwhelmed him in the worst possible way.

      Realizing he was about to lose it again, Hayden climbed off his lap in a hurry and sprinted out of the room. In a blind panic, he moved through the metallic corridors of the drifter, passing several surprised crew members.

      Hayden had no idea how long he’d been running when he finally stopped in front of a large door. Detecting his presence through a sensor, the door automatically opened and he quickly entered. He was panting hard and fast and felt sweaty all over. He rested his hands on his knees, trying to regain control of his body.

      When he finally felt a little better, Hayden looked around to see where he was. The many buttons and screens told him it was the control room. Since he had no business being there he was about to leave, but then he sensed a familiar presence. “Lowell?”

      Lowell appeared from behind a large device positioned on the other end of the room. His face wore a nervous expression, his eyes uneasily shifting back and forth from Hayden to his own feet.

      “What are you doing here?” Hayden asked.

      “I, uhh . . .” Lowell started, but Hayden interrupted him.

      Knowing his friend, he figured he was probably admiring the mechanical devices. “They are fascinating, aren’t they?”

      Lowell gave him a confused look, but when he followed Hayden’s gaze, he nodded extravagantly. “Yes, I know I probably shouldn’t be here, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      The corner of Hayden’s mouth twitched up. “You never change, do you?” As the question rolled off his lips, it sounded more like a plea. Hayden loved the curious and geeky side of Lowell, but with everything that was going on, it seemed like he was losing it. “Don’t ever change, okay?” he added in a whisper, just loud enough for both of them to hear.

      Hayden sensed that this question made Lowell feel guilty, but he didn’t understand why. Now he thought about it, it felt like there was something else off about him. Hayden told himself he was probably feeling things that weren’t there. If there was anything he could always count on, it was Lowell.

      

      Later that day when Hayden entered the dining room of the drifter, only the Council members, Suri, Lowell, and three agents were present. Trying to avoid the concern that radiated from Alexander, Hayden sat down next to Jozee. She had her eyes locked on a portable screen that showed the progress of their journey.

      Hayden lightly touched her shoulder. “Are we on track? We’ve been flying for over two hours now, so we should be about halfway to Timberland, right?”

      Jozee nodded. “Yes, we are close to Illusion Island now.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go there,” Kira interjected. “I have heard such wonderful stories about that island.”

      Jozee smiled. “Yes, me too.”

      “I think I read about it once,” Lowell chimed in. “Isn’t that some kind of magical island that teaches you stuff about yourself?”

      Both women grinned at his choice of words, but before either one of them could answer him, there was a loud bang. The drifter shook violently. They all jumped up, instantly on alert.

      “What was that?” Kira asked.

      Jozee quickly scanned the security cameras. Her eyes widened when she saw a large group of unknown people emerge from the hangar. “It looks like we have company.”

      Kira jerked the screen out of Jozee’s hand. “How is that possible? The drifter has scanners everywhere—it should have detected them!”

      There was another bang followed by a loud explosion. Red lights flickered on a map on the screen, pinpointing the exact location where the drifter had been damaged. “They have destroyed the main wall that separates the hangar from the deck of the ship,” Kira all but shouted. “They are now moving toward us!”

      All agents reached for their guns, knowing that there was only one door leading in and out of the dining room. Running was not an option.

      “For once, I’m glad about the nasty weather outside,” Alexander said. “The heavy rain should slow them down a bit.”

      Hayden nodded, handing him his spare gun. “I know you are a lousy shot,” he tried to joke, but his voice sounded strained. “But if you get the chance to hit one, don’t hesitate, okay? They are terrorists, so if you don’t shoot, they will.”

      “Wow, wait!” Lowell interfered. “Don’t shoot them! They aren’t terrorists!”

      All heads turned in his direction. “What makes you say that?” Alexander demanded. “Do you know more about this?”

      “I—yes. Yes, I do. They are not terrorists; they’re only trying to help. They’re the Initiative. They are the good guys, okay? We are only trying to make sure the weapons are truly delivered to the people of Silva.”

      “They are attacking us, and you call them the good guys?” Jozee asked, irritated.

      Hayden took a few steps toward Lowell. “‘We’? What do you mean by that?” He forced himself to sound calm, but his heart was beating loudly in his chest.

      “I’ve been working with them for a while now,” Lowell confessed. “They asked me to disable the scanners so they could board the drifter . . .” Hayden picked up on a feeling of guilt coming from Lowell and realized why he’d really been in the control room before. It hadn’t been out of curiosity, but to disable the alarm system. It felt like a punch to the gut.

      “You lied to me,” Hayden interrupted, his voice filled with pain and disbelief.

      “I–I . . .” Lowell stammered. “They wouldn’t hurt you! We just wanted to make sure Alexander—”

      Suddenly, the door exploded inward with a loud bang, sending them all reeling back. Smoke filled the entrance and clouded their vision as lasers came flying out of the haze.

      Lying flat on his belly, Hayden rolled over to hide behind a table that had toppled over from the impact of the explosion. Trying to see through the smoke, he could make out Alexander’s silhouette. He quickly grabbed his arm, but the Council member was unable to see who he was and pointed his gun at him.

      “Wait!” Hayden screamed, shielding himself with his hands.

      Alexander stared at him, his eyes wide. “I am so sorry. I didn’t know it was you!”

      Hayden put his hand on Alexander’s shoulder and pushed him to the ground. “Stay down, Alex. Our only advantage right now is that they can’t see us.” He looked at him, worry etched on his features. “I told you not to hesitate.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I don’t always listen to you,” Alexander retorted, smiling weakly.

      Hayden pushed himself up and fired off several lasers, frantically searching for Lowell in the meantime. Both his mind and his heart couldn’t comprehend that he was actually working with those monsters who had killed his parents. There had to be another explanation.

      When he finally found him, Hayden witnessed something terrible. Lowell was in a kneeling position on the ground, trying to get up without being shot. Jozee was moving over to him, dodging the lasers coming her way. When she was almost there, she reached out to grab his shoulder, but right at that moment another laser flew at him. Lowell quickly ducked down and dodged it, but Jozee wasn’t as lucky.

      Jozee’s scream echoed through the room as the laser hit her in the chest. As Hayden felt the life draining from her body, he instantly knew another person he cared about had been killed by terrorists.

      At that moment, Hayden was unable to think straight. He didn’t register how Lowell turned around in horror, shocked as he saw her slump to the ground, and he didn’t notice his best friend frantically trying to find a way to help her.

      Pushing Lowell roughly against the floor, Hayden moved to wrap his arms around Jozee’s lifeless body and pressed it tightly against his chest. “No, no,” he cried out. “Please, no!”

      

      Tears pricked Lowell’s eyes as he took in the scene in front of him. Even though he hadn’t pulled the trigger, he knew he was to blame for Jozee’s death. If he hadn’t shut off the alarm system, no one would have been able to kill her, and Hayden wouldn’t be in this much pain.

      Lowell focused on the hole that once had been the door. As soon as the dust settled, it would reveal their enemy. He knew it had to be the Initiative, but part of him refused to believe it. If they were the ones firing at them, then they must have been the terrorist group. There was no other explanation. But they couldn’t be—Elesio Boucher had always been so good to him. And Lena, if she is one of the terrorists . . . then that means she has been the mole all along. And that was impossible.

      When the dust cleared and revealed Elesio and a group of other Initiative agents, the entire room fell silent. “Lowell,” the Initiative leader said. “Come and join us. It’s not safe on that side of the room.”

      Lowell didn’t know what to do. Part of him wanted to tell him to go shove himself, but Lena stood behind the Initiative leader, her eyes filled with terror and dread, and he still wasn’t sure about Elesio’s intentions. “I . . . I don’t understand. Why were you shooting at us?”

      The expression on Elesio’s face seemed sympathetic, but in a belittling way, as if Lowell was only a child that didn’t quite understand the way of the world. “Oh, naïve little Lowell,” he said, pulling one arm around his shoulders. “You still have much to learn. Did you honestly think we would come here to drink a cup of tea while having a nice conversation with them? We didn’t play nice in Maraduna, and we won’t play nice now.”

      Lowell felt like his heart was being ripped right out of his chest. Elesio, who had seemed so kind, was behind all of this. When he looked at Lena, he saw his own shock reflected in her expression. Maybe she hadn’t known either.

      Lowell took a few steps toward her, trying to ignore the sound of Hayden audibly gasping.

      “Lowell, come back here!” Hayden demanded, his voice unrecognizably cold. He was still sitting on the floor, holding tightly onto Jozee’s body, but his bloodshot eyes were now fixed on Lowell.

      Lowell looked back to meet his gaze and hesitated. He wanted to return to Hayden, even now that his expression had turned so dark that it terrified him, but he couldn’t just leave Lena. If he could make Elesio believe he was still on their side, he might be able to get her away from them.

      Lowell’s hesitation had been his mistake. One moment, Hayden was holding Jozee, but the next he was standing in front of Lowell, his eyes burning with rage. Lowell could tell he was struggling, his emotions ready to burst out like a volcano about to erupt.

      “How could you do this to me?” Hayden cried out, lips trembling with anger. “To us?!”

      Lowell wanted to tell Hayden how sorry he was, that he’d never meant for any of this to happen, but instead he just stood there, frozen in fear.

      “Answer me!” Hayden grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him roughly. “How long have you been working with them? Did you know they were going to attack Maraduna? Did you help them kill my parents?” As Hayden shouted, pieces of metal, splinters, and other wreckage from the explosion started to float around. “And you had the nerve to use their deaths to convince me to let you come!”

      Lowell felt like the air was being sucked out of his lungs—he was unable to breathe. At first he didn’t understand what was happening, but when he looked at Hayden’s hand, he knew. Hayden was controlling the air, sucking it right out of his body.

      Knowing Hayden was a danger to everyone in the room, all Initiative agents but Lena retreated to the deck. Unable to get past him, the Council members, the three OWS agents, and Suri stayed put and tried to dodge any objects coming their way.

      “Please,” Lowell begged in a strained voice. “Please, don’t do this.”

      “So now you can talk?” Hayden yelled as he made a forceful pushing motion toward Lowell, sending him reeling back through the doorframe and all the way onto the deck.

      Pain shot through his body as Lowell crashed hard against the railing. He didn’t even try to get up, defeated by the knowledge that he had nowhere to go. The deck was filled with Initiative and OWS agents fighting each other. Even if he managed to flee from Hayden, he would likely get attacked by someone else.

      As he watched Hayden lunge toward him, waves of heavy rain beat down on Lowell’s head and dripped down his face, stinging his eyes. It had been raining all day, but right now it seemed as if someone had opened the floodgates of heaven.

      Fear gripped Lowell, consuming him from the inside out. Back in the Wastelands, he had always been brave before he got scared, getting himself into all kinds of terrifying situations, but Hayden had always been there to save him.

      Today Lowell had also been brave, but now that he was scared, Hayden wasn’t there to save him from the storm.

      Today, Hayden was the storm.
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      Hayden’s eyes registered Lowell sitting on the ground, his back pressed against the railing, but what he saw was a traitor—someone who had helped the terrorists destroy everything and everyone that he loved. Anger pulsed through him, overtaking him completely. He hovered over Lowell and reached out with one hand to pull him up, the other balling up into a fist that he brought dangerously close to his face.

      Lowell looked up at him, his eyes full of fear, but Hayden was too blind with rage to notice. He didn’t hear the crunching sound as his fist connected with Lowell’s cheek, nor did he see the tears streaming down his face and mixing with raindrops before they lingered upon his quivering lips. Instead, he could only hear the cacophony of screaming voices bouncing around inside his head as he punched him over and over again.

      He betrayed me.

      He’s a terrorist.

      Jozee is dead because of him.

      My parents are dead because of him.

      Surrendering himself completely, Lowell closed his eyes as he took the beating. Hayden kept on going until he sensed someone else near him. Still holding Lowell in his grip, Hayden turned around to see Lena standing behind him, her gun pointed at him.

      Red-hot anger flashed before his eyes at the sight of her. All this time, she had been the mole. Even before he and Lowell had arrived in Ailene, she’d been feeding the Initiative information about the Council. Lowell must have found out at some point, but instead of going to him, he had decided to help her.

      The agonizing pain of betrayal shot through him anew at the thought that Lowell had chosen her over him. With a swift move, Hayden sent a bolt of air toward Lena, throwing her backward. She crashed hard onto the ground, the gun slipping out of her hand. This movement triggered something in his mind—a memory from years ago.

      Hayden had been six and Lowell still a toddler. They were sitting in the sand in front of a market stall in Maraduna while waiting for Lowell’s mother, who was talking to the saleswoman. Some days before, Hayden had made his friend a womkey-shaped toy out of a handkerchief. Lowell was now playing with it, his little cheeks flushed with joy and excitement. Some kid ran past Lowell and reached out to steal the toy from him, but Hayden quickly used a gust of air to push him away, much like he’d now done to Lena. The way Lowell’s features had changed from worry into pure delight in less than a second had filled Hayden with absolute joy.

      When Hayden turned back to Lowell now, he didn’t see a terrorist anymore. He saw a boy, his face badly bruised, wearing an expression that declared surrender. He saw his boy, his little brother—the person he loved more than life itself.

      Two tear-filled eyes stared up at him. “I’m . . . so sorry, Hayden.” Lowell’s voice sounded strained, and he could barely breathe. “Whatever you’re going to do to me, I deserve it, but I need you to know that it’s okay. I don’t want you to blame yourself afterwards.”

      Instead of throwing another punch, Hayden opened his fist and blew a surge of oxygen into Lowell’s lungs, giving him the boost of air he needed to fully breathe again. Lowell gasped as he grabbed Hayden’s shoulders to steady himself.

      Hayden took Lowell’s face in his hands and tried to wipe away the wet mess of blood and tears with his thumbs. “No, Lowell, it’s not,” he moaned, his voice cracking in panic. “How could you say it’s okay? It is not okay. I should never have done this! No matter how much you screw up, I don’t ever want to hurt you. We are family.”

      Despite the evident pain it caused, a weak smile appeared on Lowell’s face. “I promise I didn’t know they were the terrorists, but that doesn’t take away what I’ve done. You may do to me whatever you wish—it’s okay. I will always love you. No matter what.” He leaned closer to him, his eyes glistening with tears, until his mouth nearly touched his earlobe. “Even in the midst of all this darkness,” he whispered, “we’re still us.”

      Then Lowell let out a loud scream, and Hayden’s whole world seemed to end.

      

      Together with Kira, Suri, and the three OWS agents, Alexander had fought his way onto the deck, and they were now on their way to the hangar to board an airfloater and escape. Despite Kira’s instructions to let nothing distract them, his eyes constantly searched for Hayden—there was no way he was going to leave without him.

      When he finally found him, it was hard to make out what was going on exactly, but it seemed like Lowell was holding onto him, whispering something into his ear. Then, seeing what was going on behind the two of them, fear gripped his heart. Still on the ground, Lena was crawling forward through the slippery mess created by the heavy rain and reaching for the gun. She clasped her fingers around it and pointed it at Hayden, ready to save Lowell from his attacker.

      At that moment, everything seemed to move in slow motion. Screaming for Hayden, Alexander ran toward him, but as if in a nightmare, his feet couldn’t seem to move fast enough. In the corner of his eye, he saw Suri shooting past him, on her way to save her family.

      “No, Lena, don’t!” Lowell screamed. But she had already pulled the trigger.

      As the laser flew toward Hayden, Lowell did the one thing both Alexander and Suri weren’t able to do in time. He pushed him away, slamming his body against the railing. But in the process he had unintentionally switched places with him, becoming the new target for the laser. At the same time, the impact of Lowell’s push sent Hayden tumbling back over the railing.

      Lowell screamed in agony as the laser hit him in the back. Alexander could only imagine the excruciating pain that must’ve shot through his body as Lowell slumped to the ground.

      When he’d almost reached them, Alexander was held back by two pairs of arms that grabbed him from behind. “Let me go!” he screamed at Kira and an OWS agent.

      “I know you want to help them,” Kira yelled, “but I can’t let you do this! You’re a prime target for the terrorists. If you don’t leave with us now, they’ll either catch or kill you.”

      “I don’t care!” Alexander cried out, trying to wrestle himself out of their grip.

      “Stop resisting!”

      Alexander wouldn’t listen, but then a surge of electricity shot through his body and knocked him unconscious.

      The last thing he saw before his vision went black was Suri jumping on the railing, her paws stretching out to reach Hayden.

      He could only hope that she would be able to do what he could not.

      

      Clawing with his hands, Hayden tried to grab something—anything—to hold on to. Then a familiar squeak drew his focus upward. Suri stood on top of the railing, her paws reaching out for his hand. The next thing Hayden knew, everything around him had stopped moving. Maybe Suri didn’t have the strength to pull him up, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t help him in her own way.

      Hayden used his air control to push himself up, but the previous events had drained so much of his energy that it was still difficult to reach the railing. All those years growing up in the Wastelands, Hayden had developed an intense love for water, but right now it seemed to be his biggest enemy. Despite his greatest efforts, his feet kept slipping over the wet metal beneath them. Still, he didn’t let this stop him from trying.

      A surge of adrenaline coursed through his veins when his fingers finally clasped the railing and time started ticking again. His eyes immediately flew to Lowell. Seeing him lying on the ground, his face pale and body limp, Hayden felt as if someone was tearing his heart to pieces. He wanted to release a scream of terror, but it couldn’t get past the hard lump that had formed in his throat. He was losing his best friend, his brother, the one person he didn’t know how to live without, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      Straining every muscle to its utmost limit, Hayden tried to push himself on top of the railing. He was holding on to a last string of hope that maybe Lowell would make it after all.

      Then he saw Lena sitting next to Lowell, her eyes red, her swollen face streaked with tears. Between sobs, she called out his name. She frantically clasped at him, shaking his body as she tried to wake him up.

      Hayden wanted to get to Lowell and take her place. He wanted to hold and comfort him, save him, or even just reassure him in his last moments alive. If there was only one thing left for Lowell to see before he died, Hayden wanted it to be love instead of betrayal. He wanted him to look into his eyes and know that he meant the world to him.

      His cheeks drenched with tears and his hair and body soaked with rain, Hayden swung one leg onto the deck at last. But when his foot touched the wet ground, it slipped out from under him, and he lost his balance.

      Falling backward, Hayden tumbled off the ship, thinking only of how he had once again failed everyone. He tried to propel himself upward with air, but he only managed to slow down his fall. It would surely reduce its impact, but Hayden wasn’t sure it would be enough.

      Looking up, the last thing he saw before he hit the ground was Suri jumping after him, loyal to the end.

      

      All his life, fear had controlled Hayden. Every single day, he had been afraid of losing everyone he loved, but the one thing he’d never been afraid of was dying himself. Yet, when he hit water instead of ground and he wasn’t unceremoniously crushed to death, relief filled him from the inside out.

      Freezing cold water enveloped him as he crashed into the ocean, and all noise was instantly silenced by a muffled gurgle. His instincts sharpened, sensing Suri above him. With whatever strength he had left, he shot up a bolt of air to break her fall. Soon she was in the water next to him, sinking fast.

      Hayden drew up his legs and kicked forward, his arms making desperate swimming motions as he tried to get to Suri. His lungs started to burn for air, but he refused to give up on her. Getting closer and closer, he stretched out his hand and touched her paw with his fingers right before he grasped it.

      As his head broke the surface, Hayden gasped for air. His heart pounded ferociously in his chest as he pulled Suri up. She started to cough up the water from her lungs and when she was able to breathe again, she clasped her paws around his neck, pressing her snout against his cheek. “I’ve got you, Sur,” Hayden soothed her. “I’ve got you.”

      Hayden knew fighting the tide was useless, so instead of trying to swim, he let the current take them wherever it chose.
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      Alexander felt groggy and disoriented as he slowly moved toward the cockpit of the airfloater. He had just woken up, but the sedative was still coursing through his veins, constraining his movement. He mentally tried to connect to Hayden, but he could not find him anywhere. Did that mean he wasn’t on the ship? Had they truly left him behind?

      “What did you do to me? And where is Hayden?” Alexander demanded when he entered the cockpit and saw Kira sitting in the pilot’s seat.

      Kira momentarily turned her head to look at him, but then refocused her attention on the controls. “Sit down. I need to concentrate.”

      As much as her command irritated him, Alexander did as he was told.

      “I apologize for using a stun gun on you,” Kira sighed. “But you didn’t leave me any other option.” Alexander opened his mouth to argue, but she shushed him. “Don’t say another word. I understand you wanted to help him, but if you had, both of you would have died. As for your other question: I am not sure. The last time I saw him, he was knocked over the railing, so I assume he is now somewhere at sea.”

      Tears sprang to Alexander’s eyes at the coldness of her words. “Somewhere at sea” could very well mean “dead in the water.” Maybe she didn’t love Hayden the way he did, but he honestly thought she did care for him.

      Alexander didn’t know he’d been thinking out loud until she responded. “I do care about him, Alex. But I can’t put him before the people of Ailene.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he snapped. “They have nothing to do with what happened on that ship.”

      “Look out the window,” she responded flatly.

      Alexander begrudgingly looked outside, but when he saw the Tower of Arts in the distance, a shock went through his body. “We’re heading back to Ailene? Why?”

      “Beats me. I was just following the drifter. The moment we took off, they changed course. I can’t tell for sure why they decided to turn around, but something tells me their actual plan was to take Ailene instead of Silva.”

      “Kira,” Alexander said firmly. “I need to go back and find him.”

      “Alexander,” she responded, her tone equally resolute. “I have a duty to protect my people, so I will not turn back.”

      “So now all of a sudden the Aileneans, also known as your people, are more important than others?” Without thinking, Alexander reached for the controls, trying to turn the floater around, but Kira was quick and reached for her stun gun.

      “Don’t move,” she warned as she pointed it at him. “I will shoot you again.”

      “I don’t care how many times you knock me out,” he shot back defiantly. “I will not give up on him.”

      Kira sighed, irritated. “Listen, Alexander, we have to be smart about this. We must assume they are going to try to take Ailene, if they haven’t already. Their first targets will be the Council members and their families. We must save them.”

      “So it’s about your family?”

      Kira opened her mouth to deny it, but they both knew that would be a lie. “Okay, fine. Maybe it is, but can you blame me?”

      “No,” Alexander admitted. “But you can’t blame me for trying to save mine, either. If you feel the need to go back to Ailene, I won’t stop you, but the minute we arrive, I want this floater so I can head back to search for Hayden.”

      Kira sighed, but then a look of understanding appeared on her face. “All right. I would feel better having you by my side, but I get it. I, too, would travel to the edge of the universe to save the ones I love.”

      

      It was still dark when Hayden crawled through the shallows, trying to get to shore. Suri was still holding on to him tightly, making sure they wouldn’t get separated. They didn’t know where they were, but it felt like hours since they had gone overboard. They must have drifted far away by now.

      Tiny grains slipped through Hayden’s fingers as he dragged himself to shore and finally came to a rest, collapsing on the sandy beach. It felt strange to him to finally feel solid ground under his feet again. He took off his soaked cloak and threw it on the ground next to him. As it landed, a soft squeak sounded from under the fabric.

      “You okay, Sur?” Hayden asked, quickly grabbing at the cloak to free her. Her wet face appeared from under it, her two big eyes looking at him with curiosity.

      Tired and worn out, Hayden dropped to his knees and pressed his hands down into the sand. Another squeak sounded and he looked sideways to meet Suri’s gaze. The little womkey tilted her head to one side and looked at him expectantly. Hayden pressed his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes, but when he opened them again, she was still looking at him.

      “I don’t know what you want from me, Suri.” His jaw was quivering as he tried to hold back his tears.

      Suddenly, she jumped up his arm and climbed to his shoulder. She wrapped her paws around his neck and pressed her face against his cheek. Hayden started to cry uncontrollably, letting himself fall forward into the sand. He wrapped his arms around Suri and hugged her tightly against him.

      Together they cried, mourning everyone they had lost. Hayden’s parents were gone, and now so was Lowell. When they were still adrift, Hayden had unsuccessfully tried to reach for Alexander with his mind, but if he was honest with himself, he knew he couldn’t have made it out alive—not when the terrorists must have been set on killing the two most critical Council members.

      Hayden fixed his gaze on Suri as he held her protectively against him, as if this act alone would keep her out of harm’s way. She was all he had left now, and he would do anything not to lose her too.

      

      Back at the Initiative headquarters, Lena was standing in the restroom. She looked in the mirror but didn’t recognize the person she saw looking back at her. Her shoulders sagged under the weight of her failure. All her life she had been fighting to help people, never realizing she had been one of their biggest threats. She had caused the deaths of so many people by unwittingly informing the terrorists how and where to strike next.

      Her heart clenched every time she allowed herself to think of Lowell. She’d dragged him into this mess. Maybe she had been stupid enough to believe the Initiative and their lies, but Lowell’s only mistake had been to trust her. He’d blindly believed everything they’d told him, because he thought she would have known if they weren’t trustworthy. But she didn’t. She’d been so caught up in the idea that she was finally doing something significant, something that made the world better, that she had completely missed all the warning signs.

      Or maybe there hadn’t been any signs. After all, Elesio and his accomplices were masters at twisting the truth, making people believe every lie they fed them. She pushed the thought out of her mind immediately, refusing to justify her actions, and replaced it with a memory of her and Kira. It was about something that had happened about a year ago, not long after she and Lowell had gotten together. Kira had been working on a proposal in her office, but the moment she had entered the room, the Council member had given Lena her full attention.

      Kira had smiled. “Come sit with me. I’ve heard the news that something exciting has been going on in your life.”

      Lena hadn’t been sure what she was getting at, but after she’d sat down at the desk, Kira had asked her about her relationship. She was almost like a mother or a best friend, excitedly fishing for details.

      Despite her suspicions, Lena couldn’t help but tell her all about him. She’d only been a little girl when she had first met Kira, and she’d always been able to confide in her, especially with matters that concerned the heart.

      “You sound happy,” Kira had said when Lena finished her story, a proud smile gracing her face. Then, out of the blue, a giggle had escaped her lips.

      “What?” Lena had asked, laughing.

      “Sorry.” Kira had chuckled. “It’s just that—do you know that kid’s show called Endor and Dyana?”

      “Yes?”

      “My kids love that show, and every time it’s on, it reminds me of Hayden and Lowell. Endor is happy and positive all the time, while Dyana always worries about everything, most of all Endor. It sounds like them, doesn’t it?”

      Lena had chuckled loudly, her eyes filling with tears of laughter. “So, you are saying that Hayden and Lowell remind you of a lupicano and a womkey?”

      “I suppose I do,” she had giggled, and then they’d both laughed until their stomachs hurt.

      The memory brought tears to Lena’s eyes. What would Kira think of her now? She had always believed in her, giving her chances other people could only dream of, and Lena had returned the favor by accusing her of being a terrorist. Her stomach twisted at the thought. How could she ever have trusted them over her?

      Lena jumped when a knock on the door snapped her out of her reveries.

      “You’ve had enough time,” an unpleasant voice called out from behind it. “Let’s get moving.”

      “Just a second,” she called back. Lena quickly readjusted some of her makeup to cover up the tracks of her crying before she took a deep breath and opened the door.

      “Hands,” the Initiative agent demanded. Lena brought her hands in front of her so he could cuff them. Giving her a rough push, the agent forced her to move. No one had told Lena where they were going, but she had some idea. It did not surprise her when they halted in front of the Initiative’s conference room.

      When the drifter had turned back to Ailene, she had realized the plan had never been to go to Timberland at all. It had all been a ruse, trying to get the OWS to focus their attention on Silva so that, in the meantime, they could invade Ailene. On top of that, it had been an excellent way to capture two of the most important Council members and even get themselves some extra weapons and ammunition. Lena surmised that Elesio had wrongly informed his agents about this plan right before the Ailene attack, knowing Hayden or Alexander would likely try to extract information from their minds—a possibility Elesio had only known because she and Lowell had naïvely told him about their abilities.

      “Malena Mayfair.” Elesio’s voice reverberated through the room as they entered. “How nice of you to finally join us.” His gaze pierced through her, and she involuntarily took a step back. “I do wonder, though, if you truly are joining us.”

      “I am not, and I never will, you lying piece of garbage,” Lena spat. “I have been foolish enough to trust you before, but I will not let that happen again. Not ever.”

      “Let me explain a bit about our cause,” Elesio continued as if she had not spoken.

      “Your cause? Do you honestly think murdering innocent people could ever be part of a cause?”

      “We at the Initiative aim to create a new world. One in which only the best of the best get to make the important decisions,” he recited as if he had memorized a pamphlet. “We want to take control of the Council to make sure that common people without any knowledge will not be able to rule this world. Instead, I will call all the shots from now on.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like a dictatorship. And I am loath to break it to you, but the Council members do know what they are talking about.”

      “Do they? Most of the time, they make their decisions by listening to ‘the people.’ They don’t know anything about good leadership. Remember that time when Collins came up with that ridiculous motion to take money that was meant for Ailene’s infrastructure to send it to Korora? I still cannot believe they unanimously voted in favor of something so preposterous.”

      “The people in Korora were starving! And infrastructure in Ailene was sufficient as it was. They did not require all that money.”

      “Do you know how many people live in that bucket of ice that calls itself a country? Maybe five hundred. Who cares about an insignificant number like that when the city of Ailene alone has a population of about seven million people?”

      “Every life is significant,” Lena retorted. “Being part of a greater number does not make you more important nor more valuable than anyone else.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.” Elesio grinned, but it was not by any means a smile. “Thankfully for you, I have a job for you to do, so I will not execute you right away.” He shifted his gaze to one of the Initiative agents. “Bring her to Room 1-57b. I think she needs an extra reminder of why any act of rebellion would be very foolish right now.”

      Lena did not resist when the same agent who had brought her here took her by the arm and forced her out of the room. Part of her dreaded entering 1-57b, but she also felt relieved she would finally be allowed to see him.

      When the door to the small infirmary opened, Lena resisted the urge to wrest herself from the terrorist’s grip. But when he finally uncuffed her, she didn’t think twice, bolting for the bed.

      Tears stung in her eyes when she saw him there, lying on his back, tubes sticking out of his arms and an oxygen mask on his face. “Lowell?” she whispered, but he did not respond. She shivered when she looked at his face, his eyes closed, his pale cheeks lacerated and bruised. She carefully took his hand, but it felt cold as ice.

      If it weren’t for his chest slowly rising and falling, she would have thought he was dead.
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      Lying on his back, Hayden listened to the sound of the waves as they rolled onto shore. His mouth was filled with a salty taste, but he wasn’t sure of its origin. Dried tear tracks streaked his cheeks, and his body and clothes were soaked with seawater. But he didn’t mind, nor did he care. For the first time in his life, there was silence. And it wasn’t the kind that screamed. It was peaceful—almost soothing.

      He gently caressed Suri’s snout, making sure not to wake her. She’d been exhausted before drifting off to sleep. Hayden realized he should be as well, but he wasn’t. He felt strangely energetic, as if his body had produced new energy so that he would be able to survive.

      Small beams of illumination caressed his face as he was greeted by the first light of dawn.

      Hayden felt the sudden urge to get up and wander the island, but he hesitated. He didn’t want to wake Suri, but he didn’t want to leave her alone, either. When she opened her eyes and looked up at him, his decision was made.

      “Morning,” Hayden greeted. A yawn escaped the womkey’s lips as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Are you ready to explore the island? Find something to eat?” Suri nodded and climbed up onto his shoulder.

      Sand oozed into Hayden’s shoes as he walked. The familiar feeling felt good, like he had moved back in time and was home again. He could almost see Lowell walking ahead of him, his characteristic stride that reflected both fear and excitement becoming visible in the growing light. Hayden blinked a couple of times, feeling the hot sting of tears behind his eyes. He couldn’t believe he would never see him again.

      Suddenly, Suri let out a surprised squeak. For a wonderful moment, Hayden thought she saw him, too, but then his eyes caught an entirely different sight. In the distance, dozens of massive trees came into view, and in front of them sat a small figure in the sand, two big eyes curiously staring up at them.

      “Is that—” Before he could finish his sentence, Suri had already jumped off his shoulder and was now running toward the other womkey. “Suri, wait!” Hayden quickly followed after her. Even though womkeys were known for their kind nature, they couldn’t just assume this one wasn’t hostile.

      Hayden’s heart thumped in his chest as Suri neared the womkey, but when she halted, he decided not to intervene unless she was in visible danger. He watched as they curiously sniffed each other, then sighed with relief when the two womkeys rubbed their cheeks together in greeting.

      Suddenly, the womkey let out a loud noise. Numerous squeaks sounded in response from the surrounding trees, and a group of womkeys started climbing down. Suri looked around in excited amazement as they gathered in a circle around her.

      Hayden tilted his head to one side as he watched them. It was intriguing to see how they interacted with one another, moving in circles and jumping up and over one another as if they were dancing.

      A melancholy feeling came over Hayden, a mixture of happiness and sorrow. He had never seen Suri like this—so in her element, so at home. He was happy for her, but it also saddened him that she had never been this joyful around him. He choked back more tears, not wanting her to know how he was feeling. When she looked back to check on him, he managed a smile.

      Suri ran over to him, continuously looking back and gesturing to the other womkeys to follow her. They carefully came closer, unsure about Hayden’s intentions, but when Suri climbed up on his shoulder and rubbed his cheek with her own, it seemed to convince them they were good.

      All at once they started to climb up his legs. The weight of all those womkeys together was too much for Hayden and he lost his balance, falling backward into the sand. As they all greeted him, their furry cheeks caressing his face, an unexpected laughter escaped his lips. Instant guilt overwhelmed him for even this flicker of happiness so soon after he’d lost both Lowell and Alexander.

      Sensing this change in emotion, all womkeys except Suri backed away, gathering in a circle around them.

      “I am sorry,” Hayden apologized, looking into their compassionate little faces. He could tell they cared, and they didn’t even know him. “Thank you for your warm welcome.”

      They looked at him expectantly, as if trying to figure out what he was going to do next. Unsure if they were able to understand him, he gazed at Suri. She squeaked a few times at her newly made friends, and one of them responded with a nod. Then the womkeys gestured for both of them to follow.

      Hayden and Suri exchanged looks before they decided to follow them into the woods.

      

      Lena was sitting on a chair by Lowell’s bedside, clutching his cold hand tightly. Her eyes were focused on a nurse, who was adjusting one of the many tubes that connected him to an array of IV bags. She didn’t seem particularly dangerous, but she was part of the Initiative, so Lena was cautious nonetheless.

      “What’s in there?” Lena asked suspiciously.

      “Just some antibiotics. Don’t worry about it.”

      Don’t worry about it? How could she possibly not worry about him when his life was in the hands of terrorists? Lena nervously bit her lower lip. “Is he going to be all right?”

      The nurse sighed irritably, but when she looked at Lena, her eyes filled with compassion. “Listen, I am not supposed to talk to you, but . . .” She glanced around skittishly, as if someone could barge in at any moment to punish her for disobeying orders. When she continued, she spoke in a low whisper. “With the right care, he could make it, but I was instructed to only aid him for a few days to force you to help the Initiative. After that, I am supposed to let him die.” She swallowed hard. “So we need to find a way to get him out of here, and soon.”

      Lena was surprised by her words. Not so much by the orders she’d received, but by how willing this nurse was to help Lowell. She was about to respond when the door unlocked and Elesio entered the room. He grinned. “I can see you’ve made yourself comfortable.”

      Lena cocked one eyebrow. If being comfortable meant sitting at the bedside of someone you loved as they were balanced on knife-edge between life and death, then she supposed that was correct.

      “I helped you by saving his life,” Elesio continued. “Now you must do something for me in return.”

      “And what if I refuse?” Lena asked defiantly.

      Elesio slid his hand down one of the tubes connected to Lowell. “It’s remarkable how these tubes are keeping him alive, don’t you agree?” He looked down at her, his gaze burning an unmistakable message.

      Lena took in a deep, shaky breath. She knew that if she refused to help him, Lowell’s fate would be sealed. “What do you want me to do?”

      

      Kira landed the airfloater in a clearing somewhere in the woods on the outskirts of Ailene. The Initiative had probably already taken the city, so they figured the forest was the safest place to land.

      Still inside the cockpit, she and Alexander discussed their plans with the three OWS agents that had been able to escape with them. “We need to find a way to get into Ailene without being noticed,” Kira explained. “We need to cross the water to get to the city, so the Initiative will probably expect us to use a waterfloat. Thankfully, there are underwater tunnels that connect the city’s platforms to the mainland, so we might manage to stay under the radar.”

      “I still don’t agree with Mr. Collins taking the airfloater. It’s the only mode of transport we have right now,” one of the agents argued. “Besides, if they happen to be aware of the tunnels and we can’t get inside the city, we’ll be needing a roof over our heads, and the floater would be our best option.”

      “This is nonnegotiable,” Alexander interrupted. “I promise I will return the second I find him, but I have to go.”

      Suddenly Kira’s communicator buzzed. Everyone’s attention focused on her as she quickly checked the screen. “It’s Lena.” Alexander gave her a look, but she ignored it. “Can you trace the call while I speak with her?”

      Alexander reached for the controls but stopped halfway. “She’s using one of the most recent models, so you won’t be able to trace it unless she gives you permission. And she won’t, because she doesn’t want us to know where they are.”

      “Just do it, okay? She might give us permission. I am not ready to give up on her yet.”

      “Fine. You know her better than I do.”

      Kira accepted the call and put it on speaker. Within seconds, Lena’s shaky voice sounded through the cockpit. “Kira?”

      “Lena. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Kira asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. Alexander leaned over the control panel and pushed several buttons before giving her a surprised nod and a thumbs-up. Lena had accepted their tracking request.

      “I—” Lena audibly swallowed, then cleared her throat. “The Initiative has a message for you. They have the remaining Council members in custody. You have two options: either you surrender now and join them, or you don’t and they die.”

      “How will we know they aren’t dead already?”

      “You don’t.”

      “That doesn’t strike me as a good deal.”

      “The Initiative doesn’t make deals,” Lena snapped. “It’s more of an . . . opportunity. If you don’t take it, you are sentencing both yourself and the other members to death. They will find you eventually, and then they will execute you.”

      “If we decide to surrender, where do we have to go to turn ourselves in?”

      “Just go to the congress building. They’ll be waiting for you there.”

      “And what about the people of Ailene? I’m sure the Initiative has already invaded the city by now.”

      “Stop asking questions and just do it, Kira,” Lena sighed irritably. “If you don’t listen, you’ll die. Life ain’t a kid’s show like Endor and Dyana.”

      “Lena—”

      “Although . . . sometimes it is. In last week’s episode, Endor saved his life by listening to Mr. Malvado. So, my advice to you, Kira, is this: be like Endor and stay alive, too.”

      The conversation ended with an abrupt click.

      “I think you might have been right not wanting to give up on Lena,” Alexander said with a smile on his face. “I was able to trace her location.”

      “Good.” Kira’s gaze was still focused on her communicator. When she finally looked up, her expression was filled with hope. “I already thought she was trying to tell me something by the way she was talking. Lena never speaks this informally to anyone, not even to Lowell. And when she talked about that show . . . I’m pretty sure that in last week’s episode, it was the other way around. Endor saved his life not by doing what Malvado demanded of him, but by thinking outside of the box. I think she tried to tell us two things: the first is that we should not go to the congress building, and . . .” She paused for a few seconds. “We once joked about Lowell being like Endor. I think she wanted to let us know that he is still alive.”
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      Every night the womkeys held a feast on the beach, for they believed that being alive was a gift in itself. Every day was worth celebrating, and tonight was no different.

      After they served all kinds of delicious seeds and fruits that neither Hayden nor Suri had ever tasted before, the womkeys lit a big cozy bonfire to warm themselves from the evening chill. A group of them played on their instruments, which they had made out of things like twigs and shells and now used to produce the sweetest of sounds.

      Hayden and Suri were mesmerized by it all. They had known what it was to feel gratitude, but being here with the womkeys made them realize they had never fully appreciated the little things in life. It was too easy to take things for granted in their normal lives.

      As they sat by the fire, Hayden’s eyelids were drooping heavily. In contrast to earlier that day, he was tired, but now he didn’t want to fall asleep and miss out on the peaceful drumming sounds the womkeys produced with their instruments.

      Suri lay curled up on Hayden’s chest, making soft, sleepy sounds. A small smile slid across his face as he watched her slowly falling asleep. It was strange, but it was almost as if this island had the power to ease their pain. Their losses still hurt, but it felt more distant somehow. As if there was a shield around them, protecting them from heartache. Hayden wondered if perhaps they were on Illusion Island.

      “What do you think, Sur?” Hayden asked as he stroked her fur. “Do you think there’s still hope for us?”

      Suri answered with a soft, consenting beep before she fell into a deep slumber. Unable to fight it any longer, Hayden closed his eyes as well. Just before he joined Suri in her sleep, he reached in his mind for Alexander. He didn’t expect to sense anything, but he was unwilling to give up on him without trying.

      He sensed nothing.

      

      Still inside the cockpit, Kira, Alexander, and the three remaining OWS agents plotted their next move.

      “We should go to OWS headquarters and report to our superiors,” one of the agents said. “We can take you there if you want.”

      “I think that would be the smartest move,” Kira agreed. “From there we can come up with a strategy to free the other Council members, and Lena and Lowell.”

      “I would advise you to solely focus on the Council members,” one of the OWS agents answered. “Going to Initiative headquarters is too dangerous. Besides, we wouldn’t know how to get inside. I am sure the place is well protected.”

      “Assuming Lena is in the Initiative base, we now know that it used to be the old congress building,” Kira answered. “My parents were on the Council before me, so I practically grew up there. Apparently, our Ailenean ancestors’ solutions to every problem were tunnels, because I know there are also secret underground passageways that lead into the building. They were created so that the Council members could safely flee if they were ever in danger. We can make use of the tunnels to get inside without being seen.”

      The agent sighed. “We would gladly help you, but it isn’t up to us, Mrs. Jaymes. We can bring you to our headquarters, where you can discuss it with our superiors.”

      “All right, then we’ll go with you. Or at least I will.” She turned to Alexander. “I take it you still want to go back for Hayden?”

      Alexander surprised them all by shaking his head no. “There is nothing I want more than to see Hayden again, but he would want me to get Lowell . . . so, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll go with you and ask the OWS for help, but after that I am going to get Lowell, even if I have to go alone.”

      

      When Hayden woke again, the music had stopped and all the womkeys had gone off to sleep. Still a bit dazed, he sat up and looked at Suri. In her sleep, she had tumbled off Hayden and was now lying on the sand next to him.

      He felt a cold rush of wind and heard a voice softly speaking his name. Hayden looked around in bewilderment, unable to tell where it had come from. Just when he’d convinced himself he’d misheard it, the voice called out for him again. This time he was aware of its source. He carefully draped his cloak over Suri before he got up and followed the sound, leading him to an open space in the middle of the woods.

      In the dim moonlight, it was hard to see anything clearly from a distance, but Hayden was sure he saw a human shape moving toward him. A gasp escaped him when he was finally close enough to make out who it was. “Alexander? Is that you?”

      Alexander smiled and gestured for him to come closer. Hayden quickly ran to him and fell into his arms. “I thought you were dead!”

      When no response came from Alexander, Hayden looked up into his face and noticed the sad expression in his eyes. “Are you all right?”

      Alexander ran the back of his hand down Hayden’s cheek, caressing it softly. Hayden shivered. It felt so good to feel his touch again, but for some reason it didn’t feel real. It felt as if he was touching Alexander in a dream—as if he’d made him up in his mind, but he wasn’t truly here. “Alex . . . what’s wrong?”

      Alexander gave him a smile tinged with sadness before he wrapped him in an embrace. Even though this Alexander didn’t feel real, Hayden still couldn’t bring himself to let go of him. Burying himself deeper in his arms, he breathed in his lovely scent, finding comfort in the familiarity of it all.

      “I think you should be the one to answer that. I am your illusion, after all,” the strange Alexander whispered into his ear. So this was Illusion Island.

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      The illusion pointed his index finger at Hayden’s chest. “Deep down inside, you already know.”

      Hayden couldn’t help but chuckle. A vague answer like this had Alexander written all over it. “That really doesn’t help.”

      “Perhaps I can show you instead.” The illusion carefully let go of him and turned away to reveal a path that led deeper into the forest.

      

      Kira was surprised when the agents led her and Alexander to a tall old building next to the hospital. Except for some pigónes that perched on the windowsills, it looked completely abandoned. Once inside, she realized it really was empty. She stared at the bare concrete walls before turning to the agents. “Where are we?”

      One of the agents grinned before pulling his communicator from his pocket and typing in a code. Seconds later, the wall in front of them started shifting until it revealed an underground passageway.

      “The OWS headquarters are down there?” Kira asked. The agent nodded. “Clever.”

      Once inside, Kira and Alexander met with the agents’ superiors and filled them in on all that had happened on the drifter. In return, the OWS informed them about what had been going on in Ailene.

      The Initiative had attacked the city with heavy machine guns, taking out anyone who tried to fight back. They invaded the congress building and captured the Council members. The OWS tried to stop them but were forced to retreat when they realized there were too many of them. They figured it was best to lay low for a while and plan for a counterattack.

      “We are always well prepared, so we have many generators, water reservoirs, and storages filled with long shelf-life foods,” one of the superiors said. “We should be able to stick it out for a long time.”

      “But what about the people?” Alexander asked. “When we slipped into the city earlier it was obvious a lot has changed, and not in a good way.”

      “The Initiative has announced that from now on, every citizen will be monitored and has to answer to them. The Initiative will decide who is worthy enough to live in Ailene, how much they are allowed to buy, and how much money they deserve to earn. Agents are going to walk the streets armed with guns to keep everyone under control.” The man shook his head. “All in the name of making the city a better and safer place to live.”

      “That’s horrible.” Kira’s brow furrowed. “We have to do something!”

      “And we will,” the agent said. “But first we need to strategize.”

      When Alexander asked for help to rescue Lowell, they refused to aid him. “Part of my job is to protect you, Mr. Collins,” one of the OWS superiors said. “But this is a suicide mission, and I cannot send my agents along. Besides, there are other Council members we need to save, and that requires our full attention.”

      This didn’t come as a surprise to either of them, but at least they’d tried. When they left the room, Kira told Alexander that she, at least, would join him, but he declined her offer. “I would love the help, but I think it’s wiser if you stay here. If I’m honest, I don’t trust the OWS,” he explained. “I just read their minds, and it doesn’t seem like they are truly planning on helping the Council members. It’s almost as if . . . I don’t know . . . they are definitely against the Initiative, but they don’t seem too keen on listening to our orders. If we both leave, there will be no one to keep an eye on them.”

      Kira pursed her lips as she considered his words. “I don’t like the idea of sending you off alone, but you’re right.” All she could do was help him prepare by getting him the right weapons and telling him everything she knew about the place.

      “Just promise me one thing,” Alexander added. “If I don’t make it out alive, then please go back for Hayden. I know you don’t believe he’s still out there, but I am certain he is.”

      Kira nodded. It was true that she didn’t think he could possibly still be alive, but she would keep her promise. No matter what.

      

      Hayden had expected that the path would lead him to a place with even more trees, but he found sand instead—lots of it. He looked around in surprise, recognizing his surroundings immediately. He was back in the Wastelands, and if he followed the sandy path, it would lead him straight to his house.

      He looked up as the sun slowly disappeared below the horizon, sending little tendrils of sunlight through the desert land. Then, in an instant, everything went black. Hayden could very well remember what it had been like experiencing the same phenomenon when he was still living here, but it somehow felt different this time.

      He felt a presence nearby, but not just any presence—it was Lowell! Hayden immediately sprinted toward him, sand slipping under his feet as he ran. When he finally saw him, dimly illuminated in the light of Aeryn’s torch, he noticed he was lying on the floor with a younger version of Hayden on top of him. Hayden’s heart slammed into his throat. This was a memory of when they were little—the night that haunted him still.

      Hayden’s throat tightened with emotion as he watched Lowell struggling to get out from under his grip. He could feel the anger radiating from his younger self mixed with an immense fear, but the moment Lowell started to scream, his rage faltered and young Hayden abruptly let go.

      Hayden watched as they sat next to one another, witnessing his younger self’s failed attempts at comforting Lowell.

      When they stood up at last, Hayden followed them back to their houses. Everything inside him wanted to go after Lowell, but something told him that he had to make a different decision. He followed his younger self instead.

      Whenever he relived that evening, he could never remember what happened after. Now, seeing it unfold right before his eyes gave him the strangest sensation.

      Young Hayden entered the abandoned house and went straight to his bedroom. He sat down behind his window and cried bitter tears of sadness. His parents had been away for over a month, having left him to fend for himself yet again. He was completely alone, only accompanied by shame and regret for having hurt the person he loved most in the world simply because he hadn’t been able to control himself.

      A few moments later his eyes lit up with joy, his mouth curling into a happy smile. Hayden followed his younger self’s gaze, fixed on his neighbor’s kitchen window, and saw Lowell hugging his mother, their joy from seeing each other clearly visible.

      “You were afraid and alone, unable to control the voices that terrorized your every thought.” Hayden jumped at hearing Alexander’s voice and quickly turned around to face him. “But you never once thought of yourself, not for a moment. You were always focused on Lowell’s happiness, even though you were the most miserable kid I have ever seen. You could have envied him, but you didn’t. The fact that he was happy made you happy. It has always been that way.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “I think that’s for you to find out.” Alexander smiled before he snapped his fingers and the world around Hayden changed once again.

      It took Hayden a moment to realize where he was. He was inside a new memory, but this time he wasn’t on the sidelines. He was back in Alexander’s office on the day the Council had discussed whether the Liberation Day celebration should take place or not. Hayden was once again sitting on Alexander’s desk, knowing that this would irritate him. “What’s up, Collins?” he heard himself say.

      Alexander rolled his eyes. “Sometimes I truly wonder why we are friends.”

      “Were,” Hayden corrected him, but he immediately wished he could take it back. Maybe he could. Maybe it was just a memory, but it was his memory. It wouldn’t change the past, but still . . . 

      Alexander ran a hand through his hair, a hint of desperation shining in his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      Hayden toyed with the penholder on the desk, but then he looked up into Alexander’s eyes. “We are much more than friends,” he said in a whisper.

      Alexander gasped in surprise, but then his expression turned serious and a little hurt. “Don’t make fun of me, Hayden.”

      “I am not!” Hayden placed his hands on Alexander’s shoulders and looked straight at him. “Listen . . . I know I’ve been ignoring you lately, but I love you, and I always will. I need you to know that.”

      Alexander’s eyes filled with happiness. Cupping Hayden’s cheek in his hand, he moved closer so that they were now staring right into each other’s eyes. “I love you, too, Hayden. No matter how much you irritate me, or hurt me, or try to push me away—I will never stop loving you.”

      “Neither will I,” Hayden promised, right before he kissed him.

      Before he could enjoy it, the memory was gone, and Hayden was back on the island. He dropped to his knees, his chest aching as he longed for Alexander. He knew it was useless, but he couldn’t help but try to make contact again. Please, Alex, I need you. I don’t care if I have to spend the rest of my life on this island, but please don’t let me do it without you. I can’t live with only an illusion of you.

      Then, inexplicably, he felt it: Alexander, the real one. The connection was weak, but it was there.

      Immense joy filled Hayden from within as he witnessed concrete proof that Alexander was still alive. He closed his eyes, trying to focus all his attention on their connection, but it felt as if there was a giant wall blocking them from being fully in tune with one another.

      Hayden let out a frustrated sigh and looked up to see the illusion of Alexander staring at him from a distance. “What do you want from me?” he shouted at him.

      “What do you want from me?” the illusion echoed.

      Hayden shook his head in desperation. “I know he’s there. I felt it. So why can’t I reach him?”

      The illusion gestured for Hayden to follow him. “Let me show you one last memory. Or, actually, it’s not really a memory; it is more of a wish. Your wish.” He smiled. “Maybe then you will finally know what to do.”
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      “Come on, Hayden,” Alexander muttered as he made his way through the tunnels. He could feel him, but the connection was fragile; it felt as if Hayden was constantly cutting him off. “I need to know that you are all right. I need—” He was abruptly silenced when he accidentally collided with the door that led into Initiative headquarters. Being too occupied with trying to connect with Hayden, Alexander hadn’t noticed he was already there.

      Alexander had carefully picked the best moment to infiltrate the building. He knew the Initiative was currently too preoccupied with trying to capture him and Kira at the congress building, as they were unaware of the fact that they wouldn’t be there. Still, Alexander wasn’t under any impression that the place would be left completely unguarded.

      He pressed his ear against the steel and listened. He needed to know if the room behind it was empty. Kira had told him it was impossible to see the door from the inside, as it looked like a normal wall, but if someone were to see him open it, well . . . that would be an entirely different story.

      Alexander overheard two agents talking to each other, gossiping about Lena. One of the agents chuckled. “Mayfair is such an ignorant child. She honestly believed everything Boucher fed her!”

      The other responded with the same amount of glee. “I just saw her, all messed up because of her boyfriend. What a naïve little thing.”

      The agent who had spoken first laughed, but then his communicator buzzed and he announced he had to leave. The second he was gone, Alexander swung the door open and pressed his gun against the back of the remaining agent’s head. “Don’t move,” he warned as he grabbed the gun out of her belt.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “That doesn’t matter. Take me to Lena!”

      “Who?”

      “Mayfair,” he clarified hastily, pushing her toward the door. “Take me to her. And no funny business. If you try to escape or warn someone, I will shoot you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Don’t get your panties in a twist,” she shot back. “I’ll take you to her.”

      Luck must have been on Alexander’s side, because there was no one else to be seen in the hallway. What surprised him even more was that the agent led him to Room 1-57b without any resistance whatsoever.

      A surge of relief came over him when he saw Lowell sleeping in the hospital bed. He felt less at ease, however, once he saw Lena and a nurse standing next to him. “Alexander!” Lena sounded pleasantly surprised. “I have never been happier to see you.”

      “I don’t think you have ever been happy to see me at all,” Alexander answered sarcastically. He knew it wasn’t the time and place, but it was hard not to be furious at her for trying to shoot Hayden. He took a deep breath and focused on his goal. “I’m here to get you and Lowell out of this place, but we need to hurry.”

      Lena and the nurse quickly unlocked the wheels of the hospital bed and adjusted Lowell’s tubes so they could move him without endangering him. Together they pushed the bed out, following Alexander down the hallway.

      After they entered the room connected to the tunnels, Alexander instructed Lena on how to open the door. “Don’t you think this is all a little too easy?” he asked.

      Lena shrugged, but her concerned expression told him she had been thinking the same thing.

      Still aiming his gun directly at the agent, Alexander focused his attention on the nurse. “Why are you helping us?” he asked suspiciously.

      “I joined the Initiative because I thought they would make all of our lives better,” she explained with sorrowful eyes. “But now they want me to let someone die? I swore an oath to treat the ill to the best of my ability, and I refuse to break it.”

      Having read her mind while she spoke, Alexander knew she had been telling the truth. He motioned for her and Lena to push Lowell’s bed into the tunnel. The moment the three of them were inside, ten agents barged into the room and pointed their guns at Alexander.

      Knowing there was no way he could win this fight, Alexander lowered his gun and surrendered.

      He had always considered himself to be pretty smart, but when the female agent turned to him, her lips curled into a mocking grin as she held up her communicator, it was clear he had been very, very stupid. He should have checked if there was any way for her to communicate with other agents, but in his haste he’d forgotten. She must have pressed a silent alarm when he hadn’t been looking.

      The agent grinned smugly. “I think the tables have turned now. Don’t you agree?”

      

      A shockwave of astonishment traveled through Hayden when the illusion showed him his wish. The trees in front of him parted, revealing an open space with a small stream running through it. Lowell and Lena were sitting next to the water, their attention focused on a family of ducks happily swimming together. Both Hayden’s and Lowell’s parents were sitting in the grass close by, having a picnic. Hayden desperately wanted to look at all of them, but he found himself unable to turn his gaze away from his parents. He knew they weren’t truly there, and yet they seemed so real.

      Hayden was startled by a cracking sound that came from above him. Following the noise, he saw Suri playing with some other womkeys high up in a tree. At the foot of the tree was an illusion of himself, sitting with his back against the trunk while reading a book. Next to him sat Alexander, one of his hands resting casually on Hayden’s thigh, as if it had always belonged there.

      Suri suddenly jumped out of the tree and landed on top of Alexander’s head. Hayden’s illusion looked up in surprise, but when he saw Alexander’s shocked expression, he burst into laughter.

      “Don’t make fun of me,” Alexander chuckled as Suri jumped off him and onto Hayden’s lap. She curled up to enjoy the sensation of Hayden tickling and caressing her fur. Distracted by all the commotion, Lowell was now looking at Hayden. They waved at each other, smiling widely, before Hayden turned his gaze to his father, who gave him a proud nod.

      The real Hayden beamed at seeing his family this happy.

      “Wouldn’t that have been the perfect ending?” Alexander’s illusion—the one who had guided him to this place—asked.

      Hayden’s joyful expression immediately soured into one of grief. “Yes. This is all I have ever wanted for them, to be this happy. And I’ve tried so hard to make that happen . . . but I couldn’t.”

      “The hard thing about being human is that you can envision the future, but it rarely plays out just the way you planned it.”

      Hayden sighed sadly. “Or, in my case, not at all.”

      “That’s because you can never know what you need to do to bring about the future you plan for.”

      “But if I can’t change the future—”

      “Oh, but you can. You are doing it right now. With every decision you make, you change it.”

      “Okay, fine. But if I can’t know which choices I have to make to change the future in a good way, then what am I supposed to do?”

      The illusion chuckled. “I guess that brings us back to your first question: What are you supposed to do?”

      Hayden’s shoulders slumped. “I still don’t know.”

      “Think about it, Hayden. What have you learned from all that you have seen?”

      Hayden shrugged. “That I love Lowell and Suri . . . and Alexander . . . and my parents. That all I ever wanted was for them to be happy.”

      “And . . . ?”

      “I don’t know? I—that I would have done anything to ensure their safety, so that they would get the future they deserved.”

      “Yes, Hayden. Everything you have ever done, you have done out of love. You made mistakes, some big ones, but your intentions have always been the same: to protect the people that you care about.”

      “But if my intentions were so great, then why did it all turn out so wrong?”

      “Because even though good intentions make you a good person, they don’t necessarily make you smart, nor do they make your actions right. But you are missing the point here, Hayden. The times you went wrong were never caused by you loving someone, but by you making the same mistake over and over again. You kept listening to your fears when you should have been listening to your heart instead.”

      “But I did! I loved them so much. It was all I could think about, and—” Hayden sighed as the realization sank in that his illusion was right. “And I also didn’t, because I was so afraid of losing them. I tried everything to ignore my love for them so I wouldn’t lose myself again and hurt them—which is ridiculous, when you think about it—but in the end, I hurt them anyway. Partly because I lost myself and couldn’t control my anger, but never because I loved them too much.”

      Suddenly, something clicked inside his head. “Maybe if I hadn’t listened to the voices, to my own fears, I would have been able to enjoy the time we had together . . .” He straightened himself a little as a flicker of understanding lit up inside him. “Because in the end, that’s all you have. It’s not about endings, happy or sad. It’s about the time in between. And if I had the chance to do it all over again, that is what I would change: I would cherish every second I had with my loved ones. But above all, I would stop frantically trying to ensure their safety, and make sure that they were as happy as they possibly could be in that moment.”

      Illusory Alexander smiled, his expression matching Hayden’s excitement.

      “And I guess that’s . . . that’s just it: maybe I can’t change what happened, but I can still help Alexander, and other people as well, by giving them a happy now.” Hayden’s eyes widened with excited determination. “And to do that, I have to get back to Ailene, or Timberland, or wherever there are people who need me!”

      “Then I suppose my work here is done.” The illusion smiled before he disappeared into thin air, as did all the other images.

      “But . . . wait!” Hayden called out to him. “How am I supposed to get off this island?”

      A loud chuckle filled the air, followed by one word. “Feel!”

      Hayden sat down in the sand, still confused and a little unsure of what to do, but his uncertainty was accompanied by a fire burning inside him that he hadn’t felt in a long time. He closed his eyes and focused all his attention on Alexander. He felt the same weak connection again, but where before he had limited himself to their psychic link, this time he also concentrated on their emotional bond. Slowly, but steadily, the connection started to grow.

      At first he could only feel Alexander’s presence, but the more he kept pushing, the closer to him he felt. When he finally opened his eyes, Hayden found himself inside a small concrete room. In front of him stood Alexander, his arms raised up in surrender.

      Hayden didn’t understand what was going on exactly, but the joy of seeing Alexander was greater than his bewilderment. He reached out and grabbed him by the shoulders. Completely taken by surprise, Alexander turned his head, his eyes growing wide with wonder.

      Hayden had already known that Alexander was alive, but to see him standing there—truly witnessing it—filled him with intense feelings of love and gratitude. Without realizing it, he fired all of those emotions at Alexander, but when the Council member transferred them back at him, they were amplified by Alexander’s own feelings. This overwhelming bundle of emotions kept bouncing back and forth between the two of them until it was too much for either of them to handle. As their feelings collided once more, beams of colored light shot out of Alexander’s hands, pointed straight at the Initiative agents.

      Had their emotions been full of hate, the result would have been devastating for the agents, but in that moment Hayden and Alexander felt nothing but love for each other. Instead of hurting them or knocking them unconscious, the agents were filled with the purest love they’d ever known.

      Completely overtaken by this bizarre change in their emotions, the agents could do nothing but care for the Council member. They lowered their guns and gaped at Alexander, their eyes filled with affection. “Please, leave quickly,” one of them urged. “Take yourself to safety!”

      Alexander stared at them, stunned, while Hayden pulled on his shoulder to snap him out of it. “Listen to them. You have to go!”

      Moving as fast as he could, Alexander ran through the tunnels, hurrying to catch up with the others. It wasn’t until then that he looked back to see if Hayden was still with him, just in time to watch him disappear into thin air.

      “No, no . . . it’s too soon,” Hayden muttered to himself, realizing that Alexander still didn’t know his location. He tried to reconnect with him, but his body and mind were exhausted, and not even a flicker of an image appeared.

      He swayed momentarily as his eyesight started to blur. Then his vision went completely dark, and Hayden fell forward into the sand.

      Unable to move and completely drained of energy, he tried to reach out one last time.

      Illusion Island, he thought, and then he passed out.
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      Still inside the tunnels, Alexander showed the others the way to OWS headquarters. A little after Hayden had disappeared, he’d heard his voice one last time. It had been weak and distant, but clear enough for Alexander to understand. He now knew where Hayden was, and all he wanted was to get back to the airfloater and leave for Illusion Island.

      When they came to a junction that would either lead to OWS headquarters or outside, Alexander knew it was time to have a talk with Lena. There was no way the OWS was going to condone any of her recent actions, no matter how good her intentions. She would almost certainly be locked up. It couldn’t be as bad as being the Initiative’s prisoner, but he wasn’t sure what they would do to get information out of her.

      Agent Ridley had been the head of the interrogation team, but now that she was gone, someone else had taken her place. Alexander had read the OWS superiors’ minds earlier, and there was no guarantee that this person was going to use the same methods. Thus, he and Kira had decided to keep Lena away from there for as long as possible.

      “Which way must we go?” Lena asked.

      Alexander motioned to the right, but no matter how tempted he was to let her be captured, he stopped her when she started to move in that direction. “This tunnel leads to OWS headquarters,” he explained. “Somewhere halfway, Kira and a medical team are waiting for Lowell. I’ll bring him and the nurse to her, but you need to stay here and wait for me to return.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want you to come with me to Illusion Island. I have an airfloater just outside the city that we can take.”

      “Wait a moment,” Lena interrupted. “I am not going anywhere. I cannot believe that you, of all people, would suggest fleeing the city and—”

      Now it was Alexander’s turn to interrupt. “We are not running away from anything, Lena. But I have to get to Illusion Island to find Hayden, and you need protection from the OWS.”

      “I will not leave Lowell!”

      “You don’t have a choice!”

      Lena was about to retort when Kira came into sight. “Seriously, people? What are you doing? We don’t have time for this nonsense! I am taking Lowell and you two are leaving right now, and that’s that!”

      “But—”

      Alexander pulled his gun and pointed it at Lena. “No buts. We are leaving now.”

      “Please point that thing somewhere else,” the nurse, who was standing behind Lena, pleaded, her eyes full of fear.

      Lena folded her arms across her chest in defiance. “As if you would genuinely pull the trigger.”

      Alexander raised an eyebrow in defiance and aimed at Lena’s shoulder. “I won’t kill you, but that doesn’t mean I won’t hurt you.”

      Lena sighed. “Okay, fine.”

      

      When consciousness returned to Hayden, the first thing he saw were two big eyes staring into his. “Suri!” He sat up and lifted her from the ground so they were at eye level. He smiled at her. His strength hadn’t fully returned to him yet, but he felt a lot better than before. “I have some wonderful news to tell you, Sur: Alexander is alive!”

      Suri let out an overjoyed squeak.

      “I have been trying to tell him where we are, but I don’t know if he got the message,” Hayden continued. “I’ll try again, but I feel like I need to recharge some more before I’m able to do that.” Suri nodded fiercely with excitement.

      Hayden pulled her into a hug before carefully placing her on his lap. His eyes grew sad when he looked at her, knowing what he was about to ask. “Hey, Sur, listen. When I saw you with the other womkeys, I could tell you were really happy. Like, truly happy.”

      Already knowing where he was going with this, Suri squeaked to stop him, but Hayden forced himself to continue. “You see, I have to leave. But you . . . you can stay, if you want. You can live with the other womkeys.” Suri looked up, her eyes sparkling with tears. “Please, don’t think I want you to. I love you, Suri, I really do. That is the only reason why I would ever suggest this. All I want for you is to be happy.”

      Suri climbed off his lap and grabbed a nearby twig. Hayden watched her as she wrote something in the sand. You + mi + Lowel + Alex = Famly. It looked as if a child had written it, but it was clear what it meant.

      Without realizing it, Hayden clasped his hand to his mouth. He knew it shouldn’t have come as a surprise. After all, they had been through so much together, and he had always considered her to be family. She had never—not once—showed him she felt any different about him, and yet, seeing it written in the sand finally made it real.

      Lifting her up once again, Hayden pulled Suri into an even bigger embrace. “You are right, Sur. We are family.”

      Suri rubbed her cheek against his, and he could almost hear her whisper that she loved him back.

      

      Though Lena had no clue how to fly, Alexander had ordered her to sit in the copilot’s seat. She watched him as he operated the airdrifter.

      “I can’t believe I’ve read so many minds, but I never thought of reading yours,” Alexander muttered. “Do you have any idea how many people died because of your stupidity? On top of that, you tried to kill Hayden!”

      “And I am so unbelievably sorry about all of it. I wish I could go back and make different, better choices. I cannot believe I am such an idiot. I should never have believed Boucher’s lies.” A sad, almost hysterical laughter left her lips. “Is it not ironic? For so long, I thought you were the terrorist, when in truth it had been me all along. Me! Can you believe it? And the worst part of all is that I dragged Lowell down with me.” She began to massage her temples, pressing hard as she rubbed her fingers in fast circles. “Why must I be like this? Why is it so difficult for me to do even one thing right?”

      Alexander sighed and switched on the autopilot so he could fully focus his attention on her. “You have done plenty of things right, Lena. Yes, you made a mistake—a big one. But honestly . . .” He sighed again. “You can’t change any of it, so what matters most is what you are going to do from now on. So, tell me: Whose side are you on, Lena? The Initiative, or the OWS?”

      “I—” Lena started, but she didn’t know how to finish. Whose side was she on? Not the Initiative’s, that much was clear to her. But the OWS didn’t appeal much to her, either. “I do not know,” she confessed. “Whose side are you on?”

      “I’m not sure I’m on anyone’s side. I am a Council member without a Council, wanted by the Initiative, and not nearly as important to the OWS as I used to think. So, I guess that leaves me . . . well . . . somewhere.”

      Lena gave him a compassionate but sad smile. “Well, I suppose we are in the same floater, then. But hey, at least you are not wanted by both the OWS and the Initiative.”

      Alexander couldn’t help but chuckle.

      

      Back at OWS headquarters, Aeryn and Duncan sat at their son’s bedside. Kira had convinced two of the agents to escort them here so they could see their son.

      “Is he going to be all right?” Duncan asked as he watched one of the doctors adjust the tubes.

      “It is hard to tell,” the doctor answered. “He is stable for now, but—”

      Suddenly, one of the monitors started emitting a loud, erratic beeping sound. The doctor immediately moved into action.

      “What’s going on?” Aeryn asked, fear evident in her voice.

      Duncan clasped his wife’s hand. “It’s the heart monitor, isn’t it?”

      The rest of the medical team rushed over and started making preparations to give Lowell CPR.

      Duncan anxiously squeezed Aeryn’s hand, almost crushing her fingers. “Come on, my boy. You have to fight this,” he begged as Lowell’s heart rate slowed to an almost agonal rhythm. “We need you . . . please, don’t leave us.”

      

      His father’s voice vaguely echoed in his ears when Lowell opened his eyes. He could hear the words, but he couldn’t grasp their meaning. He looked down over the railing and watched Ailene in all its splendor. On top of the Tower of Arts, the city always looked at its best.

      An odd feeling tugged at Lowell as if something was out of place. He turned his gaze to Lena, who was standing next to him. Her brow creased, and she frowned as she looked out over the city. Where the view usually seemed to bring her peace and serenity, it now seemed like it was bothering her.

      “Don’t you wonder why I did it?” Her voice was like a whisper.

      “Did what?” Lowell asked, surprised. He could only stare at her, almost in a daze.

      Lena grabbed his shoulders and shook him roughly. “I was trying to fix a broken world!”

      Then it all came rushing back: the Initiative’s attack. Lena’s betrayal. Hayden.

      Lowell had never really understood Hayden’s rage, but right now, looking at Lena, he felt it for himself. At first, he’d believed the Initiative had fooled her, too, but the moment she’d tried to shoot Hayden, he’d realized she truly was one of them.

      “How can you possibly think that helping terrorists equals fixing the world?” he spat. “Trust me, blowing up cities and killing people is not going to resolve anything!”

      To Lowell’s surprise, Lena’s shape started to change, and she turned into Elesio. He was grinning. “She did what needed to be done. We didn’t mean for you to die, but it’s a small price to pay. After all, there is always going to be some collateral damage when you try to fix things.”

      There were a million things that Lowell wanted to scream at Elesio—how he was wrong or that he would be stopped, one way or the other—but there was only one thing that came out of his mouth, and it didn’t sound angry at all. “But I didn’t die.”

      Elesio laughed as if that was the funniest thing he had ever heard. “You’ve got one foot in the grave already, boy. You won’t survive this.”

      Instantly, Lowell felt cold and weak. It became difficult to breathe and he felt nauseous, as if he was going to vomit any second. The echo of his father’s voice returned, sounding clearer this time. Lowell realized he was dreaming, but even though it was a dream, the gravity of Elesio’s words was real. He was dying.

      He thought of his parents, how devastated they would be if they lost their only son, and of Hayden, who had spent his whole life trying to make Lowell’s better. He owed it to him at least to make sure none of it had been in vain.

      Forcefully suppressing his nausea, Lowell straightened himself. If there was still even the slightest chance that he could survive, he was not going to give up. “No!”

      “‘No!’” Elesio repeated, mimicking Lowell.

      Lowell jutted his chin out, his expression resolute. “I am not going anywhere.”

      “That is not for you to decide!”

      Lowell closed his eyes, focusing on himself instead of Elesio. There was no way he was going to die. Not today.

      When he opened his eyes again, Elesio and the Tower of Arts were gone. He now saw a doctor and a sterile white room.
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      After they landed on the beach, Alexander instructed Lena to stay inside the cockpit, afraid her presence might set Hayden off. He slowly got out of the drifter and took in his new surroundings. Soft white sand stretched out before him, and if he looked closely he could make out a forest in the center of the island. From it emerged Hayden, running toward him with Suri following right behind. A large group of womkeys joined in, but they stopped as they got closer to Alexander.

      Almost crashing into him, Hayden wrapped his arms around Alexander’s neck and kissed him. Closing his eyes, Alexander molded himself against his love, enjoying the taste of his lips. Each time Hayden’s fingertips brushed along the curve of his neck, a fluttery sensation ignited inside his belly.

      It was unlike anything Alexander had ever experienced before. Now that their invisible boundaries were erased, their strong emotions transferred automatically, and they collided once again. But where before the collision had been explosive and messy, it now felt warm and gentle.

      In a perfect world, they would have kissed each other until they both ran out of breath, but there was much to talk about.

      “I can’t believe you are truly here,” Hayden whispered against Alexander’s lips. “I thought you were dead.”

      Alexander softly nibbled at Hayden’s lower lip, tugging it gently between his teeth before he held his cheeks in his hands and looked into his eyes. “You can’t get rid of me so easily.”

      “Thank the stars for that.” Hayden closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath. When he opened them again, they shone with tears, making his dark-brown eyes look almost luminescent. “I love you, Alex. I love you so much.” His lips trembled slightly as he spoke. “I thought I would never be able to tell you, and it nearly killed me.”

      Alexander pulled him closer again, this time drawing him into a comforting hug. “It’s okay,” he whispered into his hair. “I’d say it’s time to start over. Everything we did or said, everything that kept us apart, let’s forget about it and focus on what we have now.” He looked at Suri and gestured for her to join them. She climbed up on Hayden’s shoulder and hugged them both. “Us. That’s all that matters.”

      From a distance, the other womkeys were curiously watching the scene in front of them, trying their best to keep as silent as possible.

      “And even though he doesn’t seem to like me very much, us includes everyone we love, so I guess I’m going to have to win Lowell over,” Alexander added, chuckling through the tears that were now silently trickling down his own cheeks.

      Hayden pulled back as abruptly as if he’d been stung by a bee. “What did you just say?”

      Alexander’s eyes widened. “Oh, shit! I can’t believe I didn’t tell you right away. Lowell’s alive, Hayden. He’s alive!”

      Hayden felt dizzy and disoriented. He knew Alexander wouldn’t lie about this, but it seemed impossible. He was Hayden Navarro; luck was never on his side. Until now, apparently, because in one day he had not only gotten back the love of his life, but his best friend as well.

      “I don’t believe it . . .” Hayden muttered. “I do not believe it.”

      “Well, you should, because it’s the truth.” Alexander grinned as he gestured to the airfloater. “Let me take you to him.”

      Hayden was inclined to follow him immediately, but he couldn’t just leave his new furry friends without saying goodbye. He ran toward them and knelt in the sand to thank them for their hospitality. “I would like to visit you all again sometime, if you’ll have me?”

      The womkeys squeaked with excitement, and one by one they hugged him goodbye. The last one to say farewell was the womkey they’d first met. The furry creature looked up at Hayden and stretched out his paws to give him something special.

      As Hayden accepted the gift, his heart swelled with gratitude. It was a necklace made out of a heart-shaped shell. To any other person it would look nice enough, but Hayden knew what it meant. This island had helped him open up his heart—not only to others, but to himself as well. He knew everything wouldn’t suddenly be okay; he would still struggle with his feelings and the voices, but now he knew he had a voice of his own as well. He just had to fight to find it every time the others tried to silence him.

      “Thank you,” Hayden whispered as a tear of gratitude trickled down his cheek and landed in the soft sand. At that moment, he promised himself that he would wear the necklace close to his heart every day, to make sure that he would never forget this island and what it had taught him.

      

      “No, wait, don’t—” Alexander tried to stop Hayden from entering the cockpit, but it was already too late.

      The moment Hayden saw Lena, images of the past flashed before his eyes: Lena pointing her gun at him, pulling the trigger, and hitting Lowell instead. The thought of her alone made his heart clench, his blood boil with anger.

      He stepped closer to her, thinking about all the ways he could make her pay for what she’d done, but he stiffened when he automatically absorbed her thoughts and feelings. Even though she was terrified, she believed that she deserved everything he was going to do to her. Hayden could hear Lena’s every thought, feel every ounce of her fear and self-loathing, and he knew how sorry she was for what she had done.

      Pushing past her, Hayden slumped into the copilot’s seat. He already knew he wasn’t going to hurt her, nor make her pay in any other way, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t ignore her existence for a year or ten. Maybe longer.

      Alexander sat down in the pilot’s seat and gave him a knowing look. Lena sat on the ground behind them and quite smartly kept her mouth shut.

      As they waited for Suri, who was still saying goodbye to the womkeys, Alexander’s communicator started buzzing. Thinking it was Kira, Hayden snatched it out of his hand and accepted the call. “Guess who’s alive?” he asked with a smile, but it turned into one of surprise when Devarian’s face appeared on the screen.

      At once, Devarian’s features lit up with excited disbelief. “Oh my goodness, Hayden! You’re alive!”

      For a moment, Hayden was excited to see him so happy, but fear filled his heart when Alexander’s thoughts crept into his mind. Devarian had been captured by the Initiative. If he was calling, that meant he was probably being forced to negotiate for them.

      “Listen, Hayden,” Devarian continued, his voice completely serious, “I am calling from my private communicator. I only ever use it for family, so no one else knows I have it. I managed to get on the Initiative’s good side, and they want me to get Alexander to trust me so that he will give me usable intel. I will contact him tonight via my other communicator, and they will be monitoring that call. I wanted to warn him up front and maybe come up with some kind of plan to use this to our advantage.”

      “Why should we trust you?” Alexander asked suspiciously.

      “Because they destroyed our home, attacked Ailene, and nearly killed me. I might be a coward, but I won’t bow to those terrorists unless it’s to hit them where it hurts most.”

      “I believe you,” Hayden said, and he meant it. But he could tell Alexander still wasn’t entirely convinced.

      

      Lowell had never been more frustrated. He understood that his parents were worried about him, but they were driving him insane by constantly pacing around the room and trying to find ways to help him when all he wanted was to be left alone.

      One day had passed since he’d woken up, and even though he was exhausted, he wasn’t able to fall asleep again. He was too stressed, and his parents’ fussing wasn’t helping at all. All he could do was lie awake worrying about everyone and everything, though mostly about Hayden.

      His parents had told him that Alexander was on his way to find him, but it seemed like it was taking them an eternity to return. Lowell needed his best friend now more than ever. Everyone kept telling him that he was strong and that everything was going to be okay, but he didn’t feel strong, and nothing was okay. Lena had betrayed him, Ailene was occupied by the Initiative, and he would never be able to go home, because there was no home to go back to. He felt miserable and wrecked, and no one here seemed to understand him, but he knew that Hayden would.

      As if summoned by his thoughts, an OWS agent entered the room and informed Lowell’s parents that Alexander had returned, and he’d brought Hayden and Suri with him.

      Lowell felt weak and was in no state to get up, but he gathered all his strength and forced himself to sit up anyway. He swung his legs out of bed and tried to stand up, but they almost instantly buckled under the weight of his body and he stumbled to the ground.

      Lowell braced himself, but instead of hitting the ground hard, he fell into the softness of Hayden’s arms. “What are you doing, mimmo? Are you trying to kill yourself?” Hayden chuckled as he knelt to the ground, carefully placing Lowell on his lap.

      Too exhausted to do anything else, Lowell pressed himself against Hayden’s chest, letting his full weight rest against his body. He felt so small and fragile, but he knew he was safe in his brother’s arms.

      Lowell was unaware of his parents leaving the room, and he barely noticed Hayden lifting him back onto the bed. When he opened his eyes again, Hayden was sitting at his bedside, holding his hand. Lowell smiled.

      “I haven’t seen you in days, and you fall asleep the minute you see me. That’s a lousy way of greeting me, you know that?” Hayden joked.

      Lowell grinned with amusement. He still felt miserable, but everything seemed more bearable now that they were together again.

      

      Hayden and Lowell talked for a long time, sharing everything they had experienced since being separated.

      “I can’t believe you really did that,” Lowell said after Hayden told him about what had happened with Alexander. “You must have the coolest superpower in the world.”

      Hayden chuckled, though his eyes revealed sadness. “It’s funny that you call it a superpower when I have been trying to suppress it for so long.” He gave his hand a soft squeeze. “But even though we’ve talked about almost everything, there is one person you haven’t mentioned yet.”

      Lowell’s face fell. “I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “That makes two of us.” Hayden brushed Lowell’s hand with his thumb. “But know that you can if you want to.”

      “I know. I just . . . where is she now?”

      “I locked her up inside the airfloater. I hate what she did, but Alexander is convinced the OWS will torture Lena if they capture her. It was tempting to hand her over, but . . .” Hayden rolled his eyes at himself. “I just couldn’t.” He gave Lowell’s hand another squeeze. “Is that . . . okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Lowell tried to sit up a little straighter, but it cost him too much energy. Falling back into his pillow, he let out a frustrated groan. “You know what?” he snapped. “It’s not okay! Nothing is okay. Do you have any idea how frustrating it is that everyone keeps telling me that things are okay?”

      “Okay,” Hayden relented, not missing the angry glare Lowell shot him. “I get it. But sometimes it’s okay to not be okay, so I guess we’ll just not be okay together.”

      Lowell rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t help but smile, because for some reason that made it all a little more okay.

      

      Inside a conference room at OWS headquarters, Kira was talking with OWS superiors when she received a call from Elesio Boucher.

      “Kira!” Elesio’s voice boomed over the speaker of her communicator. “Ready for another round of negotiations?” he asked mockingly. “You do know you are wasting your time, right?”

      Kira did know. Over the last two days they’d been going back and forth constantly, arguing about matters they were never going to see eye to eye on because Elesio had no intention of resolving anything. She knew he was up to something, but she felt she could not refuse to talk to him. That would make her look bad in the eyes of both the OWS and the people of Ailene.

      “I do have something exciting to share with you,” Elesio continued his monologue. “But I suggest you watch the news. It’s always best to see things with your own eyes.” The conversation ended with an abrupt click.

      Before Kira got the chance to ask for it, one of the OWS agents had already turned on the screen. The news jingle had just finished and one of the reporters came into view. “This is Kadi Kahli, live from the congress building in Ailene. In a few moments, the Council members will hold a press conference in which they will discuss the future of the Council. This could have some serious consequences, not only for Ailene, but for the entire planet!”

      The enthusiasm with which Kahli spoke the last sentence irritated Kira. Didn’t she understand that something horrible was about to happen?

      The camera turned away from her and focused on the Council members, who were standing next to each other in a neat row. With fake smiles plastered onto their faces, they all nodded at the camera. Then Devarian Rayli took a step forward and announced to the world the sad news that Alexander Collins and Kira Jaymes had been exposed as terrorists and were no longer part of the Council. The way he said it sounded strained, but Kira knew it didn’t matter. Now that the word was out, not a single citizen would be listening to her anymore.

      It got worse when Devarian added that the Council had decided that things would have to change drastically, and that they had unanimously appointed a leader. Kira didn’t have to listen to the rest to know that this leader was going to be Elesio Boucher. This meant he would soon not only control Ailene, but have power over the entire planet.

      Kira ended the conversation, but right when she thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, two OWS agents entered while forcing Lena inside.

      “We found Malena Mayfair trying to sneak into the building,” one of them announced. “What shall we do with her?”

      Kira wanted to tell them to let her go, but she knew it would only make things worse. She knew the OWS superiors already didn’t like having her as a leader, and now that she officially wasn’t a Council member anymore, they could easily decide she wasn’t fit for this job anymore, either. But before she could make up her mind, one of the OWS superiors had already commanded them to restrain Lena.

      Kira watched as she was being dragged away, kicking and screaming as she tried to get loose. She hated herself for doing nothing to help her.
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      Every time Hayden paid the prisoners a visit, he was appalled at the inhumane conditions and the deplorable state of their cells. Not only was it dark and cold inside the small OWS prison, but the floors were wet and dirty, and each cell contained a filthy hole in the ground that served as a toilet. Conditions in here had been much better when Jozee was still the head of the interrogation team.

      As Hayden opened the door to one of the cells, the foul smell of urine and feces came to meet him, and he had to suppress the urge to gag. Forcing himself not to think about what kind of filth might be covering the floor, he sat down on the ground across from the prisoner.

      “Hi, Javi,” Hayden greeted him, but the boy did not respond. About a week ago Hayden had been appointed to interrogate the prisoners, as Jozee had put him on the list of top interrogators before she passed. He had soon learned that one of the inmates was the boy Hayden had arrested on the day of the Liberation Day Celebration—the boy who’d reminded him of Lowell.

      It was difficult to see Javi in the dark room, but Hayden sensed he was afraid. That was as much as he could get from him right now. Hayden kept trying to read his mind, but he had been too careless the past few days, and it was clear that Javi had figured out his ability. He was now trying his best to keep his mind blank, and he was surprisingly good at it.

      “How are your wrists?” Hayden asked, but Javi refused to answer. The OWS had placed shackles on him so that his hands were bound together, as were his feet, and Hayden could tell they were causing him a lot of pain. “I’m sorry that it hurts.”

      “I never said that it hurts, asshole,” Javi snapped.

      “Ah, so you haven’t lost your tongue after all.”

      The boy audibly swallowed.

      “Tell me, Javier, do you still like the Initiative?”

      No response.

      Since his mind reading was of no use and Javi was not going to answer his questions voluntarily, Hayden knew it was time for a different approach. “Okay, let me tell you something about myself, then. My parents became OWS agents because they wanted to make sure that the world we are living in is a good one. They believed that they could fix what was broken by joining an institution that stood for peace and goodness. At some point, I got caught up in their dreams, and they dragged me into this mess; I became an agent myself.”

      Javi did not seem impressed by this story, so Hayden pushed on. “My theory is that you and my parents are much alike. You saw that things were wrong in the world, and you wanted to do something about it, so you joined the Initiative. You got caught up in their ideas and methods, and doing good for the sake of doing good became doing bad for the sake of doing good. The ends justify the means, right? So, you kept crossing lines until you weren’t sure anymore where they started or ended.” Still unimpressed, Javi didn’t even bother to glance at him. “But I think that deep down inside, you know what they are doing is wrong, the same way I know that what the OWS is doing is also wrong.”

      Javi’s head jerked up with surprise. Hayden clearly had his attention now. “When I first joined the OWS, part of me was proud, because it made me part of the group my parents believed in so much. But now I wonder if I made the right decision.”

      “Would you go back and make a different choice, if it were possible?” Javi asked, now curious.

      “Maybe . . . but I don’t think that’s the question I should ask myself. It’s more important to figure out what to do next. I think you should ask yourself the same thing.”

      “Of course! This was bound to be some kind of inspirational speech to convert me,” Javi snickered. “But hey, maybe I can turn my life around and join the circus or get into the tattoo removal business.”

      “Tattoo removal? That’s an odd thing to say.”

      “I have this completely useless ability to heal scars.”

      Hayden shrugged. “I don’t think that’s the only ability you possess. It’s pretty unusual for people to be able to block a mind reader, but you can.” Surprise radiated from Javi, but he didn’t respond. “Besides, removing scars doesn’t sound useless to me.”

      “But it is! I can’t heal wounds or anything . . . just scars. It’s nothing compared to your ability. Reading minds is incredible!”

      “It’s actually not my ability. Not really,” Hayden confessed. “I mean, I can do it, but it’s not the ability I was born with. I guess I am some kind of sponge or something. I absorb feelings . . . and abilities, apparently.”

      “How does that work? Someone performs their ability and, poof, you can do it as well?”

      “I guess so, yes.”

      “So at some point you met a mind reader, and now you can pluck thoughts out of my head? Just like that?”

      Hayden chuckled. “That sounds about right.”

      Javi sighed sadly. “Then I guess you are luckier than I am.”

      “You know, being able to heal scars might seem useless, but I’m pretty sure some would disagree. You could actually help people with an ability like that.”

      “By removing unwanted tattoos?”

      Hayden chuckled. “No, by restoring people’s bodies or faces after something horrible has happened to them. We all know plenty of people will have physical reminders of what they’ve been through after the Initiative’s attacks.”

      For a moment, Javi stayed quiet. “I never thought about it like that.”

      Hayden looked at the boy. From what he had learned about him over the past week, Javi was not a bad person, not really, and he certainly didn’t deserve to be locked up in here under such barbaric circumstances. And if Hayden was being completely honest, he had to admit that he was actually starting to like him.

      When Hayden left the prison, he noticed one of his colleagues standing at the entrance. He was a small white man with a mustache too big for his face. Hayden read in his mind that he’d been trying to listen in on their conversation but hadn’t succeeded.

      “Good day,” Hayden said as he walked past him.

      The agent returned his greeting with nothing but a nod and a sly smile.

      

      It took Kira an inordinate amount of time and effort to persuade the OWS superiors to grant her permission to visit Lena. After the press conference, few of them took her seriously anymore, and whenever she said or asked anything, they mostly ignored her until she stopped talking. But silencing her was nearly impossible, and she continued pushing until they finally heard her out.

      “Hayden? Are you back already?” Lena asked when Kira entered the dark room.

      “No, it’s me.” Kira used the light of her communicator to illuminate the part of the room where Lena sat. She looked pale and tired, and Kira felt immensely sorry for the girl.

      “Isn’t Hayden good to you?” Kira asked. She could hardly imagine that he would do anything to hurt her during his interrogations, but Lena had tried to kill him, so she supposed it was a real possibility.

      Lena didn’t respond.

      Kira crouched down next to her and reached for her arm. Lena flinched at the touch, but she didn’t pull away. “Are you okay?” Kira asked. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No.” Lena slowly turned toward her. “Hayden did not hurt me.”

      Kira gently moved her fingers through Lena’s hair, tucking some loose strands behind her ear. “Then what happened, honey?”

      A single tear ran down Lena’s cheek and dripped onto Kira’s hand. “I told him everything I know,” she began. “When he told me it was his job to interrogate me, I expected him to be harsh, to not hold anything back, but he has only been kind instead. I know he has not forgiven me, but he said I do not deserve to be treated like this—that no one does.” Lena swallowed audibly. “But I do, Kira. I do.”

      Kira started to argue that Hayden was right, but Lena interrupted her. “Please stop.” She looked down at the shackles around her wrists and sighed. “Can you lift up my shirt?”

      “Excuse me?” Kira asked, surprised.

      “Just do it.”

      Kira hesitantly lifted Lena’s shirt and was shocked by what she saw. Her body was covered in bruises and cuts, and she had a nasty gash right below her breast. “Who did this to you?”

      “I told him everything, Kira, but I suppose they wanted to confirm Hayden was telling them the truth. Or maybe they did not believe that I told him everything I knew.”

      “So an OWS agent tortured you?” Appalled, Kira’s brow furrowed.

      “Let me simply say that their interrogation methods did not match Hayden’s.”

      “Does he know about this?”

      Lena shook her head. “And I would prefer to keep it that way. He would never leave me alone if he knew.”

      “Don’t you think that would be for the best?”

      “No! He should be furious at me, yell and—”

      “Please tell me that is not the reason why you left the floater!” Kira interrupted. “You hate yourself for what you did and you believe you deserve to be punished, am I right? You hoped that Hayden or the other OWS agents would somehow make you pay?”

      For a long moment, Lena was silent. Just when Kira was sure she was not going to answer, she spoke up. “My main reason was that I wanted to see Lowell, but I suppose that played a part as well.”

      Kira stroked Lena’s cheek, wiping away the tears. “My girl, listen to me,” she said, her voice kind but resolute. “You made a mistake, and you have paid the price for it, and that’s that. Now, you are going to focus on getting out of here and righting your wrongs. Maybe you can’t change what you did, but you can make sure that you make better decisions in the future.”

      “But—”

      “No, Lena. I will not let you ruin your life over this. I have forgiven you, and I am sure that in time, the others will follow my lead. They will have to. The only person that still needs to forgive you, then, is you. And you must, because we need you . . . I need you. You are like a daughter to me.”

      This only made Lena cry harder. “I am so sorry, Kira. I should never have doubted you . . .”

      Not allowing herself to burst into tears, Kira tried to lighten the mood. “Now, tell me: How did you manage to break the floater’s window? Alexander is still pissed about that, by the way.”

      Lena at last managed to crack a smile. “I am not sure, to be honest. Sheer determination?”

      

      Lowell was sick and tired of being sick and tired. After one week of bedrest, he was done with it, but the doctor still wouldn’t allow him to get up. Lowell knew why—he wasn’t strong enough yet—but he didn’t care. For the first time in too long, no one was with him in the room, and he was going to seize this opportunity to finally get out of bed and take a walk.

      As he stumbled through the hallway, Lowell felt light-headed. When he started seeing black spots, he realized it had been a very stupid idea indeed. He stopped and leaned against the wall to steady himself, but his vision only worsened.

      “You should sit down and put your head between your knees. It’ll help.” Lowell groaned involuntarily at the sound of Alexander’s voice. If there was one thing that could make this all worse, it was this guy’s know-it-all attitude. Lowell should have known that Hayden and his parents wouldn’t have left him alone completely, but why, out of all people, did they ask Alexander to keep an eye on him?

      “I’m fine,” Lowell snapped. But he wasn’t. He was starting to feel nauseous, and his vision was fading fast. Putting his back against the wall, Lowell slid down until he was sitting on the floor. Alexander gently pushed Lowell’s head between his knees, after which the nausea started to fade away, and his vision returned. Lowell was surprised at how fast it worked.

      “Better?” Alexander asked as he sat down next to him.

      Lowell slowly lifted his head. “Yeah.” He didn’t want to admit it, but he was glad he hadn’t been alone just then. He could only imagine what would have happened if he had actually passed out.

      For a long while, they sat in uncomfortable silence until Lowell couldn’t take it anymore. “So, you guys are now like, together, right?”

      A wide smile immediately spread across Alexander’s face. “I think so, yes.”

      “Cool,” Lowell muttered under his breath.

      Another bout of silence filled the hallway, but it was once again broken by Lowell. “Do you love him?”

      “Of course I do. I love him more than anything.”

      Lowell had figured as much, but by hearing him say it, suddenly he was completely confused by his own feelings. “Hayden said Lena truly believed the Initiative’s intentions were good . . . but I still can’t get myself to forgive her for shooting me. But if it were Hayden, and you were me, I think you would have forgiven him already. It makes me feel like my love for Lena is weak, almost nonexistent.”

      “I don’t think you should compare your feelings for her to my feelings for him.”

      “But still . . .” Lowell’s lips started to tremble, but he refused to cry. If it were Hayden, things would have been different, but this was Alexander, the man he had never gotten along with. He knew that he himself was mostly to blame for that, but that still didn’t mean he felt comfortable crying in front of him.

      “Just cry if you need to.”

      Lowell bit his lip, trying to keep back his tears. “Brave men don’t cry.”

      Alexander covered his mouth, trying not to laugh, but a loud snort escaped his lips and echoed through the hallway.

      “Don’t make fun of me!”

      “I’m not! I’m just—okay, maybe a little. But really, that’s such a silly thing to say. The bravest people are the ones who aren’t afraid to show their emotions. That’s, like . . . common knowledge.”

      “No, it’s not. Who taught you that wisdom, anyway?”

      “No one, really, that’s just how my brain works: words of wisdom are produced at random intervals, and always in times of great despair.” The look on his face was dead serious, but the twinkle in his eyes betrayed that Alexander was joking.

      Lowell burst into laughter, but it quickly turned into sobbing, and before long he was full-on crying. Alexander wrapped his arms around him and tried to pull him into an embrace, but Lowell pushed him away, slamming his palm hard against his chest.

      “Lowell, it’s okay, you can just—”

      Lowell hit him again and again, letting out all of his frustrations, until he surrendered to Alexander’s embrace. He buried himself in his arms, where he kept crying until he started to feel relief.

      Lowell closed his eyes as he relaxed into his arms. It felt good to have been able to let it all out. And for the first time since they had met, he was truly glad that Alexander was around.
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      Soon after Hayden had arrived at OWS headquarters, he’d been assigned his own room. It wasn’t big, but there were two beds and a small desk, so the second Lowell was strong enough, Hayden made sure he moved in with him and Suri.

      Five weeks went by in which Lowell’s body slowly but steadily healed. He spent most of his time in bed reading comics while Hayden was away visiting the prisoners or spending time with Alexander.

      One day when Hayden entered their room, his eyes immediately searched for Suri, hoping she hadn’t forgotten it had been her turn to stay with Lowell. A smile appeared on his face when he saw her sitting on the desk, a pen clutched in her paws, trying to write a few words on the screen of a notewatt.

      Walking over to greet her, he passed Lowell’s bed. He ruffled the boy’s hair, earning himself an annoyed groan, but this only made his smile grow wider. Even though nearly everything was wrong, Hayden hadn’t felt this right in a long time. The city was still occupied by the Initiative. They were still being forced to hide inside OWS headquarters, unsure of what the future held. The Initiative was still searching for Kira and Alexander. Elesio didn’t seem to be aware that Hayden was alive, but should he find out, he would surely put a price on his head as well. But at the same time, everyone Hayden loved was with him. And his newly changed mindset, in which he focused on enjoying what he had instead of fearing what he might lose, made him feel so much lighter.

      Hayden watched Suri’s notewatt, admiring the progress she’d made in the past few weeks. After their visit to Illusion Island, Suri had decided she wanted to learn how to write properly, thinking it would be great to have another way to communicate with her family.

      Hayden caressed the top of her head before he let himself fall on his bed. There, he rolled on his side to watch Lowell read a comic book on his tablet. To an outsider, he looked engrossed in the story, but Hayden could tell almost immediately that Lowell was bored out of his mind. It surely had nothing to do with the quality of the literature; even though Lowell had never been too excited about reading books, comics were a different story altogether. He could easily lose himself in a comic series for hours, but when hours started to turn into weeks, suddenly it wasn’t that much fun anymore.

      “Maybe you could help Suri learn how to write.”

      Suri’s little head shot up immediately, her eyes twinkling with excitement, but Lowell didn’t seem to notice.

      “Maybe you could help Suri learn how to write,” Hayden repeated.

      Lowell looked up from his comic, his features reading annoyance. He blew out a frustrated breath before his eyes latched on to Hayden’s. “Any more brilliant ideas?”

      Hayden wasn’t surprised by his sarcasm. Lowell had been in a foul mood for weeks now. He kept lashing out at his loved ones for treating him like he was made of glass, but Hayden knew he was mostly frustrated with himself for not being able to move around with the same freedom he was used to.

      “Still mad at me?” Hayden asked, referring to an earlier conversation in which Lowell had yelled at him for treating him like a child because Hayden had forbidden him to leave the room on his own.

      “Do I look like I’m mad at you?” Lowell snapped.

      “Well . . .” Hayden rolled his eyes while a teasing grin spread across his lips. “Yes, you do.”

      “There, now you have your answer.”

      Hayden leapt from his bed, reached for Lowell’s tablet, and tossed it onto his own pillow. “Hey!” Lowell shouted angrily, but Hayden had already grabbed his arms and was now forcing him to stand up.

      “Sur? Can you put on some music?”

      Suri beeped cheerfully as she clicked a few buttons on her notewatt. When the first notes of the song started to play, a wide smile spread across Hayden’s face. Over the past weeks, he’d been spending a lot of time with Javi and, against all odds, he’d actually started to become friends with the prisoner. A few days back, they had even exchanged some of their favorite songs. This one had been on Javi’s list, and Hayden had loved it so much he’d added it to his own.

      Javi’s taste in music mostly consisted of songs from his home country, Qáiligio, and this one was no different. It was relatively slow, but happy and colorful, and it was almost impossible not to move your body to the rhythm.

      “Dance with me.” Hayden began to move smoothly to the music, but Lowell rolled his eyes, unwilling to use a single muscle. “Oh, come on, humor me!” Hayden grabbed Lowell’s arms, moving them until Lowell finally started to dance of his own accord. He swayed to the music, but unlike Hayden, it looked strained and awkward, and not like he was having much fun at all.

      “Don’t give me that Ailenean stiffness!” Hayden chuckled, exaggerating his hip movements to show Lowell how it was really done. “You may be half Ailenean, but you are also half Wastelander, and we do not move like we got sticks up our asses.” The corner of Lowell’s mouth only twitched at first, but when Hayden nudged his hip with his own, Lowell burst into laughter. “That’s more like it!”

      Together they danced to the Qáiligian song, and as the music sped up their moves became looser and more frenetic, increasing their joy tenfold. Dancing with his best friend and losing himself in the music without a single care in the world, Hayden felt like a child again. Yet, when the song neared its end and Lowell started to lean against Hayden, it became clear their dancing was taking its toll on him. Hayden began to worry he’d pushed him too far, but it took only one look at Lowell’s beaming face to know it’d been worth it.

      

      Javi struggled not to gag from the foul smell that hung in his prison cell. Throughout his life, he’d been in many disgusting places, but this one took the cake.

      He tried to move his butt and let out a loud groan when his shackles once again prevented him from doing so. No matter how often Hayden readjusted them, it never seemed to be enough, and Javi’s muscles were constantly sore from sitting in the same position for so long.

      “Are you okay?” a voice sounded from the cell next to him.

      Lena. Even though they’d made it a sport to irritate one another, Javi had somehow grown to like her. It was as if they were always playing a game in which they tried to figure out who was the sassiest. Javi obviously won every single time, but he appreciated her idle efforts. “Oh yeah, never been better, carida.”

      Javi had once met someone who kept using the word “carida,” and he’d liked the sound of it. He wasn’t sure from which country it originated, but he knew it meant something like “beloved” or “dearest.”

      “Stop calling me that! I assure you, I am not your carida.”

      Javi’s lips curled into a crooked grin. “But why would I do that when you like it so much?”

      “Oh, shut up. Why am I even talking to the likes of you?”

      Javi chuckled. “Because you like the likes of me.”

      For a moment, they were both silent. Then Lena added, “May I ask you a difficult question?”

      “Ehh . . . sure.”

      “Why did you join the Initiative?”

      Oof. Difficult question, indeed. Javi all but cringed, knowing that if he was going to answer it truthfully, he would have to face the horrors of his past, and he wasn’t sure he was ready for that. It had been easy with Hayden since he had been able to get it all from his mind, but with Lena he would actually have to speak the words out loud, which meant having to experience it all over again.

      Javi had practically grown up on the streets of Belqueña, the capital city of his home country. He had never known his father, but his mother was an addict who preferred drugs and a glass of strong liquor over taking care of her son. She’d rented a small room for them to live in, but they had no furniture and there wasn’t much food to eat, so neither of them spent much time there.

      Soon after Javi’s tenth birthday, his mother had stopped coming home. He had tried searching for her for months, but when his quest had led him nowhere, he eventually gave up. Maybe she’d overdosed, or maybe she’d been in an accident, but it was just as possible that she’d merely run off with some rich guy and left her son behind. Javi had no way of knowing.

      Growing up on the streets had really toughened him up. He had quickly learned how to stand up for himself and how to fight to survive, but he’d never known what it was like to be loved, nor had he ever experienced kindness from other people. They usually treated him like he was worth less than the mud stuck on the bottom of their shoes, and he witnessed cruelties happening all around him every day, which had convinced him that the world was rotten to its core.

      When word had started to get around that there was a group of people pledging their lives to change things, fighting for justice and a new world order, Javi’s mind was easily made up. He was going to find them and help them succeed.

      It had turned out to be fairly easy to join the Initiative. Step one was to get word out that you liked their ideas, and soon after they would come find you. It had taken quite a few conversations to convince them he was exactly what they needed, but once he was in, they treated him like he’d been one of them all along. It had been great to finally mean something to someone, but it was more than that. They had made him feel special—like he wasn’t just worth something, but like he was worth everything.

      For years, they had been very successful, and to this day Javi was still proud of the work they’d done. But then things had slowly started to change. More and more frequently they were asked to do things that weren’t very admirable, like stealing or using violence to get information out of people. Javi wasn’t going to pretend to be too good to steal from others. In fact, he had stolen plenty of times before, though it had always been to get food in his belly. But, he’d reasoned, if stealing to save himself was justified, then wouldn’t it be even better if he did it in the name of saving the world? And didn’t that also mean using violence was okay? After all, it was for a good cause: to make things better. What did one man’s pain really mean when put against the lives of many? Didn’t the ends justify the means?

      It should have been harder to justify their actions once they had started to plan the attacks, but once you make it your daily habit to justify pretty much any action you take, it becomes natural to you, especially when everyone around you is doing the same thing.

      The first time Javi’s faith in the Initiative really started to waver was when Lena had joined. Her ideas seemed to be much aligned with theirs, but it was clear from the beginning that she would never approve of the attacks. Of course she wouldn’t, Javi had reasoned; she was the enemy. She was one of them, the people who were gradually ruining their planet. But seeing her in action, speaking so passionately about her views, it had been hard not to admire her.

      Looking back on all of it, Javi knew he had been wrong in helping the Initiative once they’d turned to violence. Yes, the world was broken, but violence was not the way to fix it. Hayden had taught him that much.

      Hayden. It was funny how the first true act of kindness he had ever been shown had come from the very man who’d imprisoned him. Javi hated the OWS and their torturous ways with a passion, but if there was one good thing to come out of all this, then it was meeting the first real friend he’d ever had.

      When Javi concluded his story by telling Lena this fact, he could almost feel her smile radiating through the wall.

      They were silent for a long while until Lena asked him another question. “Javi, how are we ever going to make up for what we did?”

      “I don’t know, carida. But we will, trust me. Just because we screwed up doesn’t mean we’re screwed.”
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      Clad in thick Peacekeeper jackets and heavy boots, Hayden and Alexander moved on foot through the streets of Ailene. Over the past few months, they had been going around like this to remain unnoticed, trying to aid as many people as they could by providing them with food and medicines they had stolen from the OWS.

      From the moment the Initiative had occupied the city, living conditions had declined rapidly. Everyone who didn’t seem important in the eyes of the organization was left to fend for themselves—or worse. The Initiative agents were famous for their ruthless behavior when it came to people they deemed worthless.

      The OWS was supposed to protect those people from harm, but they were more occupied with gaining power in other countries than trying to save Ailene. They knew that the Initiative wouldn’t be easy to defeat, especially now they had taken over the Council, and didn’t want to lose any more agents to a cause that was already doomed. Hayden and Alexander didn’t agree with any of that, and together they tried to help whoever they could.

      Hayden shivered when they stopped in front of an old decrepit-looking house. For most of the year, the weather in Ailene was warm, but in winter the temperature often dropped below freezing. Right now, it was so cold that the rain turned into snow as it came down, covering the entire city under a crisp white blanket.

      The house in front of them appeared gloomy and neglected. The exterior walls were made of brick and had cracks here and there, the windows were shattered, and on the door, painted in red, was the word “unfit.” Hayden hated that word. The Initiative put anyone who didn’t match their expectations into that category, marking both them and their houses so that everyone knew who to shun. Helping them would be a serious offence since it meant going against the Initiative’s direct orders, and that, of course, was the worst crime imaginable.

      Hayden did not understand why this house had been marked. If his intel was correct and the man who lived here truly had been Jozee’s best friend, he was neither poor nor unable to work. He could not have been deemed “unfit” in any way, by Hayden’s estimation.

      His attention shifted to the end of the street where two Initiative agents were talking to a boy who seemed to be around ten years old. The kid’s face was dirty and his hair uncombed, and he wore ragged clothes that couldn’t possibly protect him from the cold.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” Hayden asked.

      Alexander put a hand on his shoulder, both for comfort and to stop Hayden in case he was going to try to intervene. “You probably don’t want to know.”

      The boy showed the agents his hand. When they saw the unmarked skin, one of them grinned and took a little device out of his pocket. Realizing what he was going to do, Hayden moved forward, but Alexander forced him to stay put. “We have to be smart about this. If we act now, we will draw too much attention to ourselves. We can’t help anyone anymore if they arrest us.”

      Hayden angrily bit his lip as he watched the agent mark the boy’s hand. The kid screamed in agony as the device mutilated his skin. This time it was Alexander who couldn’t take it any longer, but Hayden quickly grabbed his arm. “Didn’t you say we need to be smart about this?”

      They waited until the agents were gone before they ran toward the boy, who was now sitting on the ground, crying and shivering from the cold. Hayden quickly took off his jacket and wrapped it around the boy’s shoulders. He then took a handful of snow and put it on the mark, hoping it would help against the pain. “Unfit,” it read. Hayden’s heart jolted with anger. How dare anyone decide that this boy was of no value? He is worth more than Boucher and the entire Initiative put together.

      The boy looked up at him, pain and sadness written all over his face. It broke Hayden’s heart, and he wished there was something he could do to make him feel better. He remembered when they were little, he used to cheer up Lowell by using his air control to create figures out of sand and make them fly around. Hayden lifted his hand and moved a bunch of snow into the air where he formed it into a lupicano, then a womkey, and at last a bird that flew up high, on its way to freedom.

      The boy’s eyes shimmered with wonder and excitement. “I thought all the heroes had left,” he whispered in awe. “But you must be one, because you have superpowers.”

      Hayden couldn’t help but chuckle. In his short life, the boy probably had never encountered anyone with a special ability before. There weren’t that many people who possessed one—maybe one out of ten—and those who did usually kept it from others, afraid that they might be considered abnormal.

      Hayden liked that the boy saw special abilities as extraordinary. But he was wrong about one thing. “Having superpowers doesn’t make you a hero.”

      The boy looked at him suspiciously. “So . . . you are not a hero?”

      Hayden smiled. “I don’t know about that. But . . . I’m trying my best.”

      The boy’s expression told him he didn’t understand. “Do you want to know what makes someone a true hero?” Hayden asked. The boy nodded eagerly. “You don’t have to be strong or powerful. Anyone can stand up for what is right and help other people, show them some kindness. That’s what makes someone a true hero.”

      The boy seemed to think about this for a moment, then smiled. “When I grow up, I want to be just like you!”

      Hayden’s heart clenched with guilt. This boy thought the world of him, but he hadn’t even tried to stop the agents from marking his hand. He’d had his reasons, but still . . . 

      Before Hayden was able to respond, the boy had already run off.

      Alexander smiled when Hayden rejoined him in front of the house. “‘When I grow up, I want to be just like you!’” he mimicked the boy’s voice and chuckled. “With a superhero’s cape and everything!”

      Hayden rolled his eyes, smiling, and playfully punched his shoulder. “Silly pingó. You’ll never grow up!”

      They were both startled when the door to the house swung open and a man appeared in the doorway, gun drawn and ready to shoot. “Get the fuck away from me, you butchering scum!”

      Alexander immediately raised his hands, trying to assure him they had come in peace. “We’re not here to hurt you, we just came here to—”

      “That’s what all of you say, but for people who are supposed to ‘keep the peace,’ you have a really fucked-up idea of what that means!”

      “We are not Peacekeepers,” Hayden answered stupidly.

      “Oh! So now that abomination of a Council is sending agents to ‘convert’ me? I don’t care how badly you treat me—I am not going to join you and your stupid organization. Not in a million years, you hear me?”

      “We hear you,” Alexander answered. “And I am glad for it.”

      “What?” the man asked, his eyes narrowing into slits. “Wait . . . you look familiar . . . do I know you?”

      “I am not from the Initiative, or in any other way related to the government.” Alexander sighed. “Not anymore, at least. I used to be a Council member.”

      “Wait . . .” The man took a few steps closer and lowered his gun. “You’re the traitor, aren’t you? That Collins guy. I remember you from the posters. When they announced that you and that woman were out of the Council and that Boucher was in, I knew something was off.” He gazed at Hayden, eyeing his odd choice of clothing; a sweater alone was too cold for this kind of weather. “And what about you?”

      Hayden swallowed hard. “I am Hayden Navarro.”

      “That’s supposed to mean something to me?”

      “I used to work with Jozee—”

      Hearing that name, the man lifted his gun again and pressed it into Hayden’s chest. “Are you the asshole that slept with her? She told me she was seeing a colleague, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it at all.”

      “No, I wasn’t . . . I mean, we didn’t . . . I—” Hayden searched for the right words, but he only made things worse. “We only kissed a few times, okay? It didn’t mean anything . . . I mean, shit—it did, but . . . ” As the gun poked harder into his chest, Hayden looked at Alexander for help but he simply stared back at him, almost as if he was eager to hear what other excuses Hayden was going to come up with. “Listen, Clay—”

      “Don’t you dare speak my name, you filthy—”

      “Whoa, guys, stop it!” Alexander interrupted. “You are drawing everyone’s attention. Do you want the real Peacekeepers to show up here, or what?”

      “I’m sorry,” Hayden said as he carefully placed his hand on Clay’s so that they were now, in a way, both holding the gun. One wrong move from him could trigger Clay to blow a hole through his heart, but he had to tell him about Jozee. “I really am. We were both being stupid, but mostly me. I was in love with . . .”—he turned his gaze to Alexander—“with Alex, but I was afraid and tried to deny my feelings. But I knew she was doing the same thing with you, and I shouldn’t have helped her do it, because—”

      “What are you talking about?” Clay snapped. “Jozee was my best friend, not my lover.”

      “I know, but . . . that doesn’t mean that she wasn’t in love with you.”

      “Sure she was.” Clay rolled his eyes. “Then why didn’t she just tell me?”

      “Because she didn’t think you shared her feelings! She was afraid that she would make things awkward if she told you, ruining your friendship in the process.”

      Clay looked down at his gun. His gaze remained there for a while until his eyes slowly traveled up to meet Hayden’s, and he finally lowered his weapon. “I felt the same way,” he confessed, his voice strained and trembling. “I loved her more than anything, but when she told me she was seeing some guy at work, I was certain she didn’t share my feelings.” He rubbed his brow hard with the palm of his hand. “What a mess. And now that she’s gone, I’ll never be able to tell her the truth.”

      “I am truly sorry for your loss,” Hayden said, wishing there was something more he could do. “And I am sorry that I caused you this pain. I should have encouraged her to talk to you. I—I don’t know what to say, really. I just wanted you to know that she loved you. That’s why I came here.”

      Clay sighed. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but . . . I guess I appreciate the thought.”

      An awkward silence followed in which they both tried not to look at each other. Hayden gazed at Clay’s house instead, but this only made him feel worse. Only a few months ago it must have been a lovely home, but now it looked like no one was going to live happily there ever again.

      “Do you still work for the OWS?” Clay asked, surprising Hayden with the fact that he knew about the organization. Whenever someone joined the OWS, they weren’t supposed to tell anyone without getting permission first. The less people who knew, the better; this way, agents wouldn’t so easily become a target of the OWS’ enemies. But apparently, Jozee hadn’t been convinced that restriction also applied to her best friend.

      “Officially, yes,” Hayden answered.

      “And unofficially?”

      Hayden shrugged. “I mostly do my own thing. It’s not that hard, since they’re mainly focusing on other countries now. The agents that are stuck here are trying to get information on how to weaken the Initiative, but I don’t think they are going to do much to help the people.”

      “But you are?”

      “We try to,” Alexander answered in Hayden’s stead. “There are many people who are suffering, but no one seems to care.”

      “Well, I care.” Clay sighed as he looked at his door. “We need to take back our city, but the Initiative is smart, you know. They are awfully aware of the two things that keep people from fighting back: fear and greed. The poor are too afraid to act, and the Initiative hands out so much money to the rich that they are too comfortable to care.”

      “I have to believe that there are more people like us out there,” Hayden asserted. “We just need to find a way to reach them.”

      “Actually . . .” Clay looked at Hayden thoughtfully. “I think I might know some people who would want to help us. They just need someone to lead them, and something tells me—call it a gut feeling or whatever—but something tells me that they might want to follow you.”

      “Do you think you can bring us into contact with them?” Alexander asked.

      Clay nodded, a hopeful grin slowly growing on his face. “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      As they walked back to OWS headquarters, Hayden pondered the fact that so many people were acting like fools solely because they were afraid of getting hurt. The people of Ailene were so scared that it was easier to just accept everything the Initiative did to them. On top of that, he was haunted by the thought that if Jozee had shown Clay her true feelings, they would have been happy for at least a little while. Hayden, too, had been stupid for suppressing his feelings for such a long time, but he was not going to be afraid anymore. Not only was he going to spend the rest of his life trying to show everyone he loved exactly how much he cared about them—he was also going to make sure the people of Ailene got their freedom back. If they were too afraid to stand up for themselves, he was going to do it for them.

      He reached for Alexander’s hand and held it all the way back to headquarters, grateful that he had gotten the time to come to his senses. He hoped that everyone else would soon follow his lead.

      

      Growing up, Lowell had always hated it when his parents forbade him to go outside. Stubborn as he was, he would find ways to sneak out of the house and go on adventures anyway. Every time he did, his parents would be angry with him once he came back, but they were always too grateful for his safe return to stay mad for very long.

      Things had clearly changed. Now they commanded him to stay inside the OWS building, and no matter how much Lowell tried to sneak out, they always found a way to stop him. Lowell understood why his parents were worried, but he desperately wanted to join Hayden and Alexander on their trips outside. He had to admit that he wasn’t back at full strength yet, but staying here and doing nothing wasn’t going to help him recover, either.

      Sitting on his bed, Lowell angrily threw his pillow against the wall, but it bounced back and fell to the floor. It landed right beside Suri, who was practicing her writing. She squeaked in surprise. “Sorry, Sur.”

      Carrying the pen and her notewatt, Suri climbed up onto his lap. She wrote something down and showed it to him. Hayden is worryd about you. He wil com around.

      Lowell couldn’t help but smile. “I know,” he said before he helped her correct her spelling. He was glad he’d taken Hayden’s advice to help her after all. Not only did it help her learn, but it also felt like it was helping them grow much closer again.

      “I wish there was something we could do, Suri,” Lowell sighed. “Hayden told me he isn’t sure we should trust the OWS. What do you think?”

      Suri scribbled something down. I trust Hayden. Maybi some ditektive work?

      “You mean that we should get out of this room and spy on the OWS?” Lowell’s eyes grew with excitement. “That sounds like a great idea! That way we can finally do something to help.”

      

      After hours of aimless wandering through the corridors, Lowell’s excitement had already died down a bit. When five days had gone by in which neither one of them found anything, he was ready to give up.

      Suri, however, had other plans. She tugged at his sleeve, trying to direct him closer to the cell block, but Lowell refused to go there. Lena was still imprisoned, and even though he was worried sick about her, his heart clenched at the mere thought of having to see her again.

      Suri abruptly halted in front of a room. Lowell was about to ask her why when he heard whispers coming from behind the door. “It’s not okay,” he heard an OWS agent say. “I know they’re the enemy, but that doesn’t mean that we should treat them like they’re worthless. I didn’t know we signed up for the Initiative 2.0.”

      “Don’t let them hear you say that,” another agent responded. “But I agree with you. Maybe the prisoners are Initiative agents, but that doesn’t make it right to torture them.”

      “And what about the people of Ailene?” another added. “They are suffering, and we’re doing nothing to help them.”

      “I believe Collins and Navarro are. I once followed them out and saw them helping people get food and other supplies.” He chuckled. “I’m pretty sure they stole it from us, but I wasn’t going to stop them.”

      “But Navarro is one of us, isn’t he?”

      “I don’t know. He’s supposed to be, but he has always done things his own way. At first, I didn’t like that very much, but at this point I think I might prefer him over our superiors. You definitely didn’t hear me say that, though.”

      “So you think we can trust him? If we truly want to stand up and do something to help the people of Ailene, we could use all the help—”

      Suddenly the door opened, revealing Lowell and Suri to the entire room. Six agents hastily pointed their guns at them, but when they realized who they were, they started to laugh. “It’s just the kid with his pet.”

      Suri squeaked, appalled by their poor choice of words, but this only made them laugh harder.

      “It’s not funny,” Lowell shot at them. “She is not a pet. She’s family.”

      “Okay, okay.” One of the agents chuckled, but then his expression turned serious. “How much did you hear?”

      “I heard everything you said about Hayden,” Lowell answered truthfully. “And I hope you meant all of it.”

      The agent eyed him suspiciously, but then his expression grew a bit kinder. “You’re Navarro’s little brother, right? From what I’ve heard, you’re not very smart, but a good kid nonetheless.”

      Lowell wasn’t sure if he should be glad or offended, but he decided to be wise and keep his mouth shut. They didn’t have all the facts straight, but at least they didn’t hate or distrust him like most of the other agents.

      “We truly want to help, but we can’t do it on our own. We would like to talk to Navarro and hear what he has to say about all of this.”

      Lowell sat down, suddenly feeling tired. He wanted to help them, but he didn’t want to prove the agent right by making the same mistake again, trusting the wrong people and showing everybody that he really wasn’t all that smart. Maybe he should leave it up to Hayden to determine if they were genuine. “I’m sure he’d like to hear you out.”

      The agent grinned, the lines around his eyes crinkling in amusement. “Perfect.”
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      High up in the sky atop the OWS building, Lowell and Hayden sat on the edge of the roof, watching out over the city of Ailene. Down below, the frost had already melted, but up here everything was still covered in snow.

      Lowell gazed out in wonder. Even though he’d already seen the snowfall last winter, it still fascinated him. “I can’t believe my parents gave me permission to come up here,” he said as he slid his fingers through the snow. The cold sensation made him shiver all over. “They do know, don’t they?”

      “Well . . .” Hayden cleared his throat. “Not exactly.”

      A wide grin spread across Lowell’s face. “Just like old times.”

      “Yeah, just like old times.”

      “Didn’t Suri want to join us?”

      “No, she’s with Alex. They’re making pancakes.”

      “Pancakes?” Lowell asked, feigning worry. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      Hayden laughed. “Both they and the kitchen might be covered in flour by now, but apart from that, I think they’re safe.”

      “Safe . . .” Lowell echoed. Sadness washed over him as he wondered if any of them would ever truly be safe again. They had come up with a lot of plans, but none of them seemed realistic. To make Ailene safe again, they needed people to fight for their city, yet there were so few willing to risk their lives for it.

      Hayden gently put his hand on Lowell’s shoulder. “Things will get better, Lowell. We are slowly gathering more people. We just need to find a way to reach more of them at once, and on a much larger scale.”

      “Do you think there are also people within the Initiative who would want to help us?” Lowell wondered. “People who thought they were doing the right thing, like Lena and . . . well, me.”

      “I think so, yes. There’s this prisoner, Javier, who seems to agree with our way of thinking. I can’t be sure if he would want to help us when push comes to shove, but I have faith that he will.”

      “And Lena will help us, too?”

      Hayden smiled. “Yes, I’m pretty sure she will.”

      Lowell awkwardly rubbed his arm. “How is she?”

      “She’s holding up,” Hayden assured him. “After all, she’s a strong woman.”

      Lowell had never heard him refer to Lena as a woman, but he liked it—it sounded more respectful, more like Hayden now saw her as his equal instead of the foolish girl who had fallen for the Initiative’s lies.

      “I’ve been telling her about you. I hope that’s okay.”

      Lowell nodded. “Sure.”

      “How are you feeling about her now?”

      “I . . . I don’t know. Part of me is still angry with her, but . . . I also know that she never meant to hurt anyone.”

      “I feel the same. At first I was so set on ignoring her completely, but then I had to interrogate her, so I couldn’t. And now . . . seeing her there, knowing how much she regrets her actions . . . I still hate what she did, but I can’t seem to hate her.”

      Lowell fidgeted with the ends of his sleeves. “I think I do hate her, but I also still love her. Does that make sense? I miss what we had so much, even though I know we will never have it again.”

      “It makes perfect sense.” Hayden was about to add something else when his communicator started beeping. He sighed. “Break’s over. I need to get back to work. We’ll talk later, okay?”

      “Sure,” Lowell answered. He ran his fingers through the snow, enjoying the thrill of excitement the cold sent through his body. “I’ll just stay here and watch the view for a little longer.”

      Hayden grinned. “You do that. You deserve it, fratellino.”

      

      On his way to Javi’s cell, Hayden tried to ignore all the hateful things the other prisoners yelled at him. They were never kind to him, to put it lightly, but today it seemed even worse than usual.

      “Hey, Javi,” Hayden greeted as he opened the cell door, but to his surprise, the boy turned away. “You, too, huh?” He sat down in front of him. “What did I do to piss you off?”

      “You didn’t do nothing,” Javi snapped. “But that’s kind of the problem, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t understand . . . what did you expect me to do? Get you out of here?”

      “Of course I didn’t expect that of you, but I thought you and I had something going on here, like . . . maybe not exactly a friendship, but some sort of camaraderie. We’ve been talking about all kinds of stuff, and I thought we were bonding or whatever.”

      “I thought so, too.”

      “Then why did you let him do this to me?”

      “Let who do what?”

      Javi leaned forward, but his shackles forced him back. Groaning in frustration, he slumped back in defeat. Hayden switched on the screen of his communicator, its light revealing Javi’s bruised and swollen face. A tidal wave of rage rushed through him. “Which agent did this?”

      “Oh, come on, man, you know who did this. That mustached bastard who always hangs ’round here, giving us filthy water and crap food. You do realize I’m not the first one he’s done this to, right? Your lady friend can tell you all about it.”

      Hayden’s chest heaved as a surge of adrenaline shot through his body. “What?”

      The expression on Javi’s face changed from anger to understanding, and his tone was a bit kinder. “I guess I can’t blame you for being stupid, but this guy’s been doing it for months now. I thought he always skipped me because you had something to do with it . . . guess I was wrong.”

      His head pounding with anger, Hayden barely took in anything Javi said. He realized at once he hadn’t been doing enough to protect the prisoners. Maybe they were Initiative agents, but they were still people, and after spending time with them for this long, it felt like they were his responsibility. The voices inside his head started screaming. He tried to ignore them, but he couldn’t help but listen to what they were saying: he had to find that agent and make him pay for what he’d done.

      In a daze of anger, Hayden left the prison, slammed the door shut, and ran straight to the mess hall, where he knew the agent was currently taking his break.

      “You!” Hayden yelled the moment he spotted him.

      “What a pleasure to see you again,” the mustached agent responded, sarcasm dripping from his every word.

      “Did you do it?” Hayden demanded. “Did you torture Lena and Javi and all the other prisoners?”

      The agent started to laugh out loud. “Are you honestly upset about that? We both know they’re never going to talk, so I simply gave them what they deserved. And don’t bother whining about it to our superiors, because they were all for it when we discussed it.”

      “Maybe I should give you what you deserve!” Hayden shouted, raising his hand and balling it into a fist. The agent let out a yelp when he was lifted into the air and forced toward Hayden.

      Completely blinded by anger, Hayden grabbed the agent by his collar and started beating his face. Deep down he knew what he was doing was wrong, but a choir of screaming voices kept telling him to make the agent pay, and all the while Hayden kept seeing images of this man torturing Javi and Lena. Every thought and feeling dragged him down into a vicious cycle of anger and he couldn’t stop himself, not even when someone grabbed him from behind, trying to pull him away from the agent.

      “Hayden, stop!” the person yelled. Instead of listening, Hayden elbowed him in the face to get rid of him. It wasn’t until then that he finally realized who it was. All his outrage deserted him immediately, making room for immense guilt.

      Shocked, Hayden turned around to look at Alexander. “Alex, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Hayden,” Alexander replied, his gaze focused on the agent.

      Hayden took in every angle of Alexander’s face. A line of blood was trickling down his lips, but other than that, he truly seemed all right.

      “I am so sorry,” Hayden apologized, tears filling his eyes. He felt disgusted with himself. Wasn’t he supposed to be good now? Instead, he had let his anger get the better of him again. He wanted to do something to make things right but, afraid he would only make things worse if he stayed, he ran. Away from Alexander, and away from the guy who seemed as horrible as Elesio Boucher himself.

      

      Lying on his bed, Hayden faced the bare gray wall of his room. His eyes were suffused with tears and slightly swollen, but he barely noticed it. His focus was solely on the immense shame he felt. After Illusion Island, he had mostly been in control of his thoughts and feelings. The voices had still been there, but he had been able to keep them at bay. Yet, after seeing what the agent had done to Javi, he’d lost complete control over himself. Again.

      Someone knocked on the door. For a split second, Hayden was afraid it was someone from the OWS coming to arrest him for violating one of their agents, but he could almost directly feel Alexander’s presence from behind the door as if he were standing right next to him.

      “Leave me alone!” Hayden exclaimed, but he immediately felt stupid for acting like an angry teenager.

      “You know I’m not going to.”

      Knowing he had a point there, Hayden got out of bed and opened the door. He expected a lecture, but Alexander didn’t say a word; he just looked at Hayden in silence. Instead of breaking it, Hayden returned to his original position on the bed.

      A pleasant tingling sensation ran through Hayden’s stomach when Alexander lay down next to him and wrapped his arms around him. Burying his face in his neck, Alexander pressed his chest against his back.

      “I shouldn’t have hit him,” Hayden said in a whisper. “I should not have let my anger get the better of me again.”

      “It’s understandable. He did something that was more than wrong, and it angered you.”

      “But that is no reason for me to stoop to his level.”

      “No, it’s not. But it’s still understandable.”

      A tear of frustration slipped down Hayden’s cheek. “But you don’t understand. By now, I should have been better than this.”

      Alexander kissed the tear away. “You are trying so hard to be better, and you are definitely on the right track, but you cannot expect to change overnight. It is always one step forward, two steps back, until at some point you find you are taking two steps forward and one step back.” Alexander stroked Hayden’s shoulder gently, his fingers carefully brushing his neck. “And I am so proud of you.”

      Feelings of love and affection filled Hayden, so many he could hardly think straight. He loved Alexander so much, and Alexander loved him back. He could feel it.

      At this point, Hayden could clearly distinguish which feelings belonged to Alexander and which were his own. He often struggled to figure out if a feeling came from someone else, but he’d somehow started to recognize Alexander’s. He didn’t know how, exactly, but there was something about them that stood out.

      Hayden turned to face him. He leaned his forehead against Alexander’s, closing his eyes. “Thank you for not giving up on me,” he whispered.

      Alexander nuzzled his nose with his own. “Never.”

      “And thank you for loving me.”

      Alexander kissed him. “Forever.”

      Forever. That was all Hayden wanted—to love and be loved by Alexander for the rest of eternity. He was tempted to ask him to marry him right then and there. He didn’t care that he was only twenty-one; there was no doubt in his mind that he would never stop loving this man. But inside, he knew the timing wasn’t right. They had a city to free and people to save. There was no time for a wedding.

      And with everything going on, there was no way of knowing what the future held . . . or if they even had one.
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      Devarian was filled with dread as he walked the streets of Ailene with Elesio and five other Initiative agents. They were on their way to the chocolaterie that belonged to Kira’s niece to “quell a rebellion.” Word was spreading that more and more people were standing up to the Initiative’s rule, and Kirstin was one of them. Elesio had decided that publicly executing her would send a clear message to the rebels, and to make sure there were enough spectators, he demanded everyone they passed to follow them.

      Ailene used to be a place of peace and tranquility, but now it felt more like being inside a heavily guarded prison with no way out. Everyone they passed looked anxious and stressed. One wrong move and they risked the chance of being beaten, shot, or shocked by electric spears. Survival was no longer a certainty.

      When they reached the small building, Elesio pointed his gun at Devarian. The Council member swallowed hard. Was the Initiative leader going to execute him as well? Was that the reason he’d insisted he come?

      The small crowd behind them was as silent as the grave, terrified to make a noise and become a target themselves.

      Elesio grinned wickedly before lowering his gun and handing it to Devarian. “Go inside and bring her out. Then, I want you to shoot her.”

      “M-me?” Devarian stammered.

      “Yes, you. People will be shocked if I do it, but it will be even more terrifying coming from a Council member they trust. It would’ve been better if I could’ve gotten Hayden to shoot her, but I’ll have to settle for the likes of you.”

      Devarian’s heart hammered in his chest. He couldn’t imagine killing anyone, but definitely not her. “I–I don’t think ghosts can shoot anyone, sir.”

      Elesio seemed confused for a second, but then understanding dawned on his features. He grinned. “Right, because he’s supposedly dead. You shouldn’t believe everything Collins is feeding you. I’m sure he knows you’re trying to play him.” Elesio grabbed him roughly by the arm and pulled him to the door. “Now go inside.”

      Devarian opened the door with shaky hands. The jingle produced by the bell gave him an eerie feeling. It sounded too cheerful for a dire situation like this.

      To his relief, there was no one behind the counter. Kirstin probably had seen them coming and was now hiding somewhere. Devarian wanted to leave right away, but he knew Elesio would sweep the place until he found her. He had to make sure she was safe first.

      Devarian walked to the back of the shop and opened a door that led to the storage room. When he peeked inside, he witnessed a man Kirstin’s age closing a hatch in the floor. He froze when Devarian pointed his gun at him.

      “Who are you?” Devarian asked.

      “I, ehh . . . I’m Samual. I’m here to fill in for the shop owner because she’s not feeling well.”

      Devarian pointed at the hatch. “I think she’s in there.”

      “No!” he answered a little too quickly. “I was just storing some things in there.”

      Sighing, Devarian lowered his gun. “Listen. I don’t want to hurt you, but if she’s in there, Elesio will find her. Is there a better place to hide?”

      Samual seemed hesitant at first, but then he gazed at the ceiling. It was made up of metallic plates. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this, but if we can’t trust you, we’re dead anyway. There’s some space up there. If we remove one of the plates, we can climb through and hide. It’s very small, but we should fit.”

      Devarian reached up to the ceiling. “Then let’s hurry.”

      Samual opened the hatch and helped Kirstin out. She seemed scared at first, but her face lit up with a smile when she recognized Devarian. “I knew Kira would send someone to help us!”

      After making sure the plate was carefully put back in place, Devarian went outside to face Elesio. When he told him Kirstin wasn’t there, the Initiative leader snatched the gun out of his hand and stormed inside angrily, as he’d expected. Together with two agents, Elesio searched the place, smashing whatever objects stood in their way.

      Devarian cringed at seeing the shattered glass of a pastry dome spread out over the floor. In a way, this was exactly what Elesio was doing to the people of Ailene. It wasn’t enough to terrify them—he had to break them until they were on the ground, begging for mercy.

      After fifteen minutes of searching, Elesio finally believed Devarian. He stormed back out and pointed his gun at the crowd still in front of the building. They shrunk back in fear. “Tell me where she is!” he shouted.

      “I don’t think they know, sir,” one of the agents commented.

      “Shut up!” For a moment, Elesio pointed his gun at the agent, but then he turned his attention to Devarian. “Let’s go to her house.” When the Council member didn’t move immediately, Elesio struck him hard with the butt of his gun across his cheek. “I said, let’s go!”

      Pain erupted inside Devarian’s cheek, but he didn’t care. If this was the price for saving Kirstin, he would gladly pay it.

      

      Not long after Hayden’s outburst, he told Lowell he was done with the OWS. He said he despised how they treated their prisoners, and he hated even more that they did nothing to help Ailene’s citizens. Hayden wanted to form a group of rebels to take back the city themselves.

      Lowell agreed it was time to take action. Every day more and more people stated they were ready to join them in a possible rebellion, but Lowell also knew they were going to need a lot more help if they hoped to have a real chance at reclaiming the city.

      To discuss their options, they initiated a secret meeting in one of the smaller OWS conference rooms. They invited Kira, Suri, Alexander, and Lowell’s parents as well as the six OWS members who had told Lowell and Suri they wanted to join them.

      During the meeting, Lowell listened carefully to everyone’s ideas, but he couldn’t help but feel like they were wasting their time. It was taking them hours to list the pros and cons of each idea, and all of them had more disadvantages than benefits.

      Because he lacked knowledge and experience, Lowell didn’t really know what to say, so he mostly kept quiet. He wished he could come up with something helpful, but he only drew blanks. He realized it must have been like this for Hayden when he first started his internship at the Council. Growing up, his friend had never been very outgoing and had mostly kept to himself. Not to mention, he had spent most of his time alone, so instead of easing into this kind of life, he had been thrown right into the thick of it when he joined the Council.

      Lowell kept pushing himself to come up with a good plan until he realized that it was impossible. “Maybe we should stop making new plans and just pick one,” he blurted out. Blood rushed into his cheeks when everyone turned to look at him, but instead of being annoyed or making fun of his naïvety, they took him seriously, giving him enough confidence to go on. “I, uhh . . . I don’t think there will ever be a plan that is good enough to keep us all safe. Maybe we should start by doing something stupid, like . . . I don’t know . . . maybe Hayden’s plan?”

      Over the past few months, Hayden had been in regular contact with Devarian Rayli. They had discussed the possibility of Hayden joining the Initiative so that he could help Devarian destroy it from the inside out, and the Council member had told him that Elesio Boucher undoubtedly would want Hayden on his side because of his abilities. At the beginning of today’s meeting, Hayden had proposed that he should go undercover, but that idea had been rejected almost immediately. Not only was it highly dangerous, but it would also reveal he was still alive.

      “Why don’t we focus on breaking out Lena instead?” Kira suggested.

      “Don’t forget Javi,” Hayden added. “I think he could be on our side.”

      “Yes, and he also could go running straight back to the Initiative.”

      “Then maybe we can use that,” Lowell said, not ready to let this go. “If you bring him back to them, it could be seen as, I don’t know, some kind of olive branch.”

      “Since when did breaking people out become part of any of our plans?” one of the OWS agents asked. “I think we should focus on freeing the people of Ailene, not the prisoners.”

      “Lena also belongs to the people of Ailene, so we will break her out.” Kira’s tone made it clear this wasn’t negotiable.

      Suddenly, Lowell got an idea. He wasn’t sure if it was a good one, but maybe it could work. “What if . . .” he started, rising from his chair and turning to Hayden, “what if you ask Devarian to tell them that you want to join the Initiative and will publicly pledge your allegiance to them? And not just tell the people of Ailene, but the entire planet.”

      He turned to Kira. “You said it would reveal Hayden is still alive, but the Initiative must know that word’s been spreading about him on the streets. People are starting to trust him and his judgment, and it would be a big win for the Initiative if he could convince people like Clay that they should follow them.” He refocused his gaze on Hayden. “Of course, you aren’t really going to do that—just the opposite—but it will finally give us the audience we need. Hayden could convince everyone to join our rebellion.”

      “And that way, we can reach out to other countries and ask them for help as well,” Aeryn added excitedly.

      “That,” Kira responded, “is the most ridiculous idea I have heard all day.” Lowell’s face fell, but then she turned to him and smiled. “I think we should do it.”

      “No!” Alexander interjected, his features edged with worry. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Whatever we decide to do is going to be too dangerous,” Kira argued. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try. I think this might be our only shot at reaching a lot of people, and if we want to win this, we need all the support we can get.”

      “But not at Hayden’s expense! The moment he opens his mouth, he will make himself a target. Either the OWS or the Initiative will shoot him.”

      “Then we must make sure that he is well protected.”

      “And who is going to do that?” Alexander snapped. “The millions of soldiers we don’t have?”

      “You’re right,” Hayden said, speaking up for the first time since Lowell had uttered the idea. “We don’t have soldiers, but I won’t need any.” Smiling at Alexander, he took his hand and interlaced their fingers. “I have you.”

      

      “Do you really think this is going to work?” Alexander asked nervously as he and Hayden neared the city plaza. A few years ago, a large podium had been built there for concerts, press conferences, and other special events. A huge crowd had gathered around the podium now, curious to hear what Hayden was going to say.

      “Of course it will,” Hayden answered, mostly to convince himself. He was extremely nervous, unsure if he was capable enough to convince the people. Everything inside him wanted to run away and never look back. It didn’t help that not only were the people of Ailene going to witness his speech, but it was also going to be broadcast over the entire planet. Hayden truly wished someone else could take his place—someone who was good at speaking in public, someone who didn’t mind talking to crowds.

      Stopping Hayden in his tracks, Alexander turned to him and held his cheek. “I’m sorry, love. I should have been more encouraging. It’s not that I don’t believe in you . . . trust me, there is no one I deem more capable than you. I guess I’m just afraid of losing you. But don’t you for one second think that you cannot do this. I know that you have what it takes to inspire them, because you inspire me every day.”

      Hayden blinked a few times as his eyes filled with tears. “Do you remember the first time we met?” Alexander continued. “Well, of course you remember. How could you not?” He chuckled. “The moment you came out of that elevator, I thought to myself ‘Wow, what a beautiful young man. He is so far out of my league that he’s never going to notice me, not in a million years.’ That was right before you crashed into me, so I guess I was right.” They both laughed.

      “As you were helping me gather my things in a—I must say—very adorable way, I read your thoughts and it made me sad. All you could think about was how much you missed your parents and this huge weight that was resting on your shoulders. You were scared and alone, and you were struggling so much with everything going on inside your head. But when I see you standing here today, I once again see a beautiful young man, one who has come so far and is still ready to carry the weight of the world for the people that he loves. Only this time, he loves a whole lot of people, and a whole lot of people love him . . . but none as much as I do.”

      A single tear fell down Hayden’s cheek and landed on Alexander’s fingers. “I love you, too, Mr. Collins,” he said, smiling.

      Their conversation was interrupted by Devarian’s voice coming from behind them. “Hayden!” Hayden was shocked when he pulled him into a tight hug. “It’s so good to see you.”

      Hayden smiled. “It’s good to see you, too, Dev.”

      When Devarian let go, he looked from Hayden to Alexander. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” they answered in unison.

      “Then it’s time for me to announce you to the public.”

      

      Lowell’s hands shook uncontrollably as he entered the prison. Together with Kira, he was on his way to break out Lena. The plan sounded simple: They only needed to get in, break her shackles, and get out. Outside, together with his parents and Suri, the six renegade OWS agents would be waiting to take them to safety. From there, they would go to the Tower of Arts to meet Hayden and Alexander. Of course, just because it was simple didn’t mean that was going to be easy.

      “We are here to see Lena,” Kira announced to the guard on duty.

      “Do you have clearance?”

      “Of course I do.” Kira showed him the digital papers on her communicator. The guard looked at it without much interest. It almost seemed like he was going to let them through when he asked for Lowell’s credentials. He had nothing to show him, but before he could come up with an excuse, Kira pulled out her gun and shot the agent.

      Lowell stared at her in disbelief. “Why would you do that?”

      Kira shrugged, smiling. “Oh, don’t worry. He’ll be up again in an hour or so. Lesson number one: always carry around a stun gun.” Lowell shook his head, laughing. He’d always been impressed by Kira, but now he was really starting to like her.

      After silently taking out all the guards and stealing their guns, Kira opened the door to Lena’s cell and handed Lowell the key card to Javi’s. “I still think it’s a stupid idea, but I promised Hayden.”

      Relieved that he didn’t have to face Lena quite yet, Lowell quickly made his way to the other cell, carrying a gun in one hand, and unlocked the door.

      “Who are you?” Javi asked suspiciously.

      “I am Lowell, and I’m here to get you out,” Lowell said proudly.

      Javi looked at him with a skeptical raised eyebrow, but then shrugged. “You do your thing, golden boy.”

      Lowell used a small laserblade provided by one of the renegade OWS agents and started to cut through Javi’s shackles. He made a mental note to try to acquire one in the near future. It was one of the coolest devices he’d ever held.

      However, Lowell soon regretted helping Javi. The second he was free, the Qáiligian jumped at him and knocked him to the ground. Using his body weight, he tried to pin Lowell down and wrestle the gun from his hand. His other arm still free from his grip, Lowell rammed his elbow backward and hit Javi’s jaw.

      Cursing, the Qáiligian shoved his knee into Lowell’s back, catching him off guard. Javi quickly snatched the gun out of his hand and pointed it at Lowell. “On your knees, golden boy.”

      Still half dazed from the pain, Lowell did what he was told. Seconds later, he felt Javi press the gun against his forehead.

      

      Tiny droplets of rain began to fall from the sky when Devarian announced Hayden as today’s speaker. Trying to get his frantic heartbeat under control, Hayden imagined how all drops would together form a flood and wash away the misery the Initiative had brought upon them. If only each drop could represent a person, then maybe they would have a chance.

      Hayden closed his eyes and scanned the crowd’s thoughts and emotions. He could tell Boucher wasn’t present, but many Initiative agents were. There were also about twenty OWS agents, all of them ready to fire at him if necessary. Hayden understood why; he was supposedly going to tell the world about his decision to leave them for the Initiative.

      Devarian turned to Hayden, ready to hand over the microphone. “So . . . are you ready to tell the world about the choice you have made?” Hayden could barely hear Devarian’s words over the loud beat of his pulse filling his ears, but when he handed over the microphone, he understood it was time for him to play his part.

      Hayden hesitantly took a step forward. He didn’t want to be here, and he didn’t feel like he should be. On top of that, his voices were shouting at him louder than ever. He was just some kid from the Wastelands who had been minding his own business for most of his life, not someone who was cut out to be some kind of leader.

      Suddenly, a small voice caught his attention. “Look, Mom! That’s the superhero I told you about!”

      Hayden swallowed audibly when his eyes found the little boy in the crowd. The voices told him this kid saw him for who he should be, not for who he was. But wasn’t he the one who had said that what makes one a true hero is standing up for what is right and helping others? Maybe he would fail miserably . . . but shouldn’t he at least try?

      Hayden took a deep breath. All his life, he had been listening to the voices inside his head telling him that he wasn’t good enough. Maybe it was time to finally start listening to his own voice.

      The second Hayden raised the microphone to his lips, the OWS agents jumped into position, ready to attack. Prepared for what was to come, Alexander leapt onto the stage and grabbed Hayden’s hand. They gave each other a quick nod, then raised their arms and held their open palms out toward the agents.

      “Okay,” Hayden said, taking another deep breath. “We did it before, so we can do it again.”

      They had been practicing their shared ability ever since they returned to Ailene, and they were now able to control their feelings as they flowed out of them. They shot beams of colored light out of their hands, filling both the OWS and the Initiative agents with their emotions.

      Their guns were still pointed at him but, unable to pull the triggers, the agents just stared at them, giving Hayden the opportunity to start his speech.

      

      “I’m back, sweetie,” Kira announced as she knelt next to Lena in her prison cell. “And this time I will be taking you with me when I leave.”

      “What?” Lena asked in disbelief. “Did they pardon me?”

      “Not exactly.” Kira brushed a lock of hair out of Lena’s face and wiped some dirt off her cheeks. “We are going to break you out.”

      For a short moment, Kira was afraid she would refuse to be rescued, feeling like she didn’t deserve it, but Lena quickly reached out her hands so that she could release her from her shackles.

      Just as she was about to help Lena get up, Kira’s communicator started buzzing, reminding her that it was time for Hayden’s speech. She knew there was no time to waste, but she wanted the prisoners to hear this. Whatever Hayden was going to say, she knew it would be worth hearing.

      Kira tapped on the screen and started playing the livestream.
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      Feeling the pressure from the cold barrel of the gun pressing against his forehead, Lowell wanted to slap himself. “I was just trying to help you,” he snapped.

      Javi raised one eyebrow in suspicion. “Why?”

      “Because you’re Hayden’s friend!”

      Javi pressed the gun even harder against his forehead. “Who are you?”

      “I already told you, I’m Lowell—” He stopped when he heard Hayden’s voice coming from a nearby cell. For a split second, Lowell thought that he was actually there, but then he realized it was coming from Kira’s communicator.

      “I was an intern at the Council and later became an OWS agent,” he heard Hayden say. “It is true that I don’t feel that eager to be one anymore, since the OWS is doing some questionable things. I would even go so far as to say that the Initiative is right about some things . . . but that doesn’t mean that I agree or would in any way want to be associated with them.

      “During my stay at the OWS headquarters, I came to know this kid who is imprisoned there because he is an Initiative agent. They see him as a terrorist, but I think that he started out as a good person, someone who saw that things in the world were wrong and wanted to fix them. I think most of us started out with that same goal, but at some point we made some poor decisions and got lost in our own foolishness.”

      Lowell heard Javi gasp and was relieved when he ever so slightly pulled the gun back so it wasn’t pressing as hard against his head anymore.

      “So, I urge you to take a good look at our situation and realize that our problem isn’t that we are all fighting for different causes,” Hayden continued. “I daresay that ninety-nine percent of the people who are listening to me today have the same goals and ideals. We all want a safe and peaceful world where we can live in freedom and happiness. I think our problem is that we are fighting each other because we are so blinded by our own prejudices that we can’t see we are not that different after all, and that none of us is worth more—or less—than anyone else. We are all important, all priceless, and it’s time to acknowledge that and treat each other as such. Instead of hurting each other, we should approach one another with love.

      “Ideally, we would stop fighting altogether, but I realize that there will always be those who think they are more important than others—Elesio Boucher himself is the perfect example—and we need to protect our world from people like that.

      “That’s why I want to ask you to join me in standing up against this injustice. I want us to fight the Initiative and take back our city. I am not only addressing the people of Ailene, but everyone around the world. Please, help us. I know other countries aren’t allowed to take action without the Council’s permission, but you must know that the Initiative is in full control. That’s why they will never allow you to help us, but if the Council members truly had a say in it, I know they would want you to do it.”

      “He’s right!” another voice joined in. Lowell could tell it belonged to Devarian. “We are not allowed to say it, but all of us are in favor of any help you wish to provide Ailene.”

      “You heard him!” Hayden said. “I say it’s time for us to stand together and end this madness. Because if we have to fight for anything . . . then we should fight for peace, freedom, and love.”

      

      “What a bunch of crap!” a woman called out from one of the prison cells. Lena couldn’t understand her response. Upon hearing Hayden’s words, she realized she had been so obsessed with fighting what was wrong in the world that she’d lost sight of everything that was right. She’d started to see enemies where she should have been seeing friends, and saw friends where she should have seen enemies. Eventually she’d ended up feeling alone and abandoned, and that, too, had been an illusion, because she was neither. Even though she’d made some terrible mistakes, she had a whole group of people behind her who supported her and were now coming to her rescue.

      Lena knew she had been doing it all wrong, and now it was time to make things right. With a determined smile on her face, she got up and gestured at Kira to follow her. Using their communicators as flashlights, they walked to Javi’s cell, where they found him still pointing the gun at Lowell’s head.

      She looked at Javi, who was staring at her with curiosity. Even though he’d told her they’d met before, now was the first time she really saw him, and suddenly she felt guilty for not having remembered him. One look at Javi made it clear that growing up on the streets had hardened him, but there was a softness behind his dark-brown eyes she hadn’t expected. His olive skin matched Hayden’s, but unlike him Javi had several tattoos here and there, and they became him very well.

      It frustrated Lena that Javi was causing problems for them, but she also sympathized. He had no reason to trust Lowell, and she knew she would’ve done the exact same thing had she been in his position. She could only hope their time together here had given him enough reason to at least trust her.

      “It is time for you to make a choice,” Lena addressed him. “Are you going to keep working for those bastards, or are you going to join us and stand up for what is right?”

      Javi’s eyes fixed on hers. “I haven’t been on no one’s side but my own for months now, carida.” Javi moved his gaze to the ground, but then he looked up at her again. “But . . . I think I can make an exception. A grin appeared on his face as he slowly lowered his gun. “For Hayden, of course.”

      Lena rolled her eyes, grinning. “Of course.”

      

      Hayden stared at the silent crowd in front of him, unsure what to do next. He thought his speech had been all right, but there was no response from anyone. He looked at Alexander and then Devarian, standing on either side of him, but they seemed as uncertain as he was.

      Then there was pandemonium. Both the Initiative and OWS agents had awoken from their trance and immediately decided they should fire at Hayden. People in the crowd started shouting, pushing toward the podium to help them.

      Devarian quickly reached for Hayden’s arm and together with Alexander, they jumped off the podium. It wasn’t until then that Hayden realized a lot of the Initiative agents were not shooting at him, but at the OWS members, and some of them even at each other.

      Devarian dragged Hayden along to bring him to safety. Followed by Alexander, they tried their best to dodge the lasers flying all around them.

      They ran wildly as they pushed through the chaos until they managed to disappear into an alley, finally able to catch their breath.

      When he was able to speak again, Hayden turned to Devarian. “What you just did out there . . .” He placed his hands on Devarian’s shoulders and beamed a smile at him. “You were absolutely amazing!”

      

      Lowell didn’t get any time to catch his breath. Just seconds after Javi helped him get up, ten OWS agents entered the prison and started firing their weapons. As quickly as he’d helped him up, Javi now pushed Lowell back to the ground, preventing one of the lasers from hitting him.

      “You really need to be more careful,” Kira shouted, firing a few shots herself. “You don’t want to get shot again!”

      His fall had knocked all the air out of his lungs, so Lowell’s only answer was a painful moaning sound.

      “What we need to do,” Javi responded instead, “is get out of here!”

      “But that’s Lowell’s department!” Kira shouted back.

      “Then let us get him up quickly,” Lena called out as she rolled around on the ground, dodging lasers, until she managed to reach Javi. By the time she got there, Lowell had already pushed himself to his feet and was now making his way to the back of the cell.

      Lena wasn’t sure what they had planned, but she didn’t waste any time thinking about it and followed Lowell. It wasn’t until she heard something click that she understood what he was doing: Lowell was planting a bomb to blow a hole in the wall, creating an opening to the outside. It was both dangerous and ridiculous, but Lena couldn’t help but grin. It was such an utterly Lowell thing to do.

      “How do you even know how to do this?” she asked.

      “Elesio once showed me,” Lowell answered with a wry smile.

      When he was ready, he reached for her hand and pulled her with him, away from the wall and toward Kira and Javi.

      “All set?” Kira asked.

      “Yep!” Lowell responded excitedly, and then he looked at Lena. “Shall we?” He smiled eagerly as he showed her the small black detonator. She gave him an approving nod, and Lowell flicked the switch.

      There was a bright, hot flash followed by a loud bang, sending plumes of smoke, soot, and debris flying everywhere.

      Lena pressed her body against Lowell’s to shield him from the impact, and a sudden feeling of guilt overwhelmed him. She’d done some horrible things, but her intentions had always been good. That didn’t make any of her actions right, but he still felt like he should have helped her sooner.

      

      Afterwards, Lena couldn’t quite remember how they’d made it outside. Everything had happened so fast. She didn’t remember Lowell helping her toward the giant hole in the wall left behind by the explosion, nor did she remember the lasers flying past them, misfired by the OWS agents as they were blinded by the curtain of smoke.

      What she did remember was how the sunlight found its way through the smoke, kissing her face for the first time in months, and how magical it had felt.

      When their small group joined Lowell’s parents, Suri, and the six agents outside, she was overwhelmed with gratitude. Even after everything she’d done, they had still decided she was worth saving.
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      On their way to the Tower of Arts to rendezvous with Kira and the others, Alexander kept a close eye on Devarian. It was clear Hayden believed he was completely on their side, but Alexander couldn’t help but feel like he was still hiding something.

      When they slipped into another alley, he forced himself into Devarian’s thoughts, poking around inside his head to find an explanation. He was desperate to find out if Hayden was in any kind of danger.

      “Stop it!” Devarian cried out. He rubbed his forehead, his fingers pressing into his temples. “It hurts!”

      “Stop what?” Hayden asked, surprised.

      “He’s trying to read my mind!” Devarian blurted out.

      Hayden looked at him in shock. “You know that he can do that?”

      “Yes, I—please, stop!”

      “How?” Hayden asked. “Only a few people know about it, and you aren’t supposed to be one of them.”

      “I—” Devarian rubbed his forehead with clenched fists. “It wasn’t hard to recognize.” Another groan left his throat. “My cousin is a mind reader, too.”

      Hayden placed his hand on Alexander’s shoulder. “Stop it, Alex, you’re seriously hurting him.”

      But Alexander didn’t stop. He kept pushing, trying to break what seemed like an invisible wall inside his mind. He didn’t want to cause Devarian any pain, but he had to know if he was a threat to Hayden.

      Without warning, Alexander managed to penetrate Devarian’s mental barrier, and his mind was flooded with fragmented thoughts and memories that had no logical sequence. He couldn’t help but feel guilty as he took in all of Devarian’s secrets. They were so raw and personal—so honest. It felt as if he had walked into the bathroom just as Devarian was stripping off his clothes to take a shower.

      Alexander stopped abruptly when he finally saw what Devarian had been hiding all along. Devarian slumped forward, and his head dropped on Hayden’s shoulder as he caught him.

      “Are you all right?” Hayden asked, his voice full of concern. He glared at Alexander.

      “I’m fine, don’t worry about me.” Devarian straightened up and softly patted Hayden’s shoulder. “Thank you. But we need to focus on getting out of here.”

      “He’s right,” Alexander said. “We can talk later.”

      Hayden glared at him again, but instead of arguing, he led them out of the alley and they blended into the crowd.

      

      As their group crossed the streets of Ailene, careful to stay unnoticed, Javi couldn’t stop looking at Lena. She was probably the only person in the world who knew exactly how he felt right now. He was pretty sure she’d felt the same rush of excitement the moment they were out, but the feeling hadn’t lasted very long. Maybe they weren’t locked up anymore, but they weren’t exactly free, either. All that was left now was fear and anger, and maybe . . . 

      Javi involuntarily smiled when Lena caught his gaze. Maybe there was room for some hope, too.

      When voices sounded from around the corner, Kira motioned for the others to stop. As they waited in silence, their guns ready to fire if necessary, Javi’s heart shuddered violently in his chest. Soon he would have to face the Initiative—the people who’d been his family for so many years—and show them he didn’t belong to them anymore.

      The moment the approaching group rounded the corner, they jumped into position and pointed their guns at Javi and the others. But they didn’t fire.

      The man who appeared to be their leader fixed his eyes on Kira. “You are Kira Jaymes, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Kira answered suspiciously.

      He lowered his gun. “I am Clay Sanchez. I’m an acquaintance of Hayden Navarro.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sanchez,” Kira responded, lowering her own weapon. “I only wish it were under different circumstances.”

      As the two leaders discussed their plans, Javi listened closely. According to Kira, they would meet Hayden at the Tower of Arts. From there, they would go to the forest together and regroup near the airfloater.

      “Can’t we go to the floater right away?” one of Clay’s people asked. “I’m sure the others will catch up with us at some point.”

      Hayden had risked his life to help all of them, Javi thought angrily, and this guy simply wanted to abandon him. His first instinct was to teach him a lesson with his fists, but Javi knew that would get him nowhere. “If you want to leave like the coward you are, you are welcome to,” he snapped instead. “But there is no fucking way I am leaving without Hayden.”

      Suri poked her head out of Lowell’s deep pocket and squeaked in agreement. Smiling, Kira rubbed the womkey’s cheek before turning to the others with a determined expression on her face. “You heard the man! Let’s go to the Tower of Arts!”

      

      On the second floor of the Tower of Arts, Hayden paced nervously. He often heard people shouting or lasers flying around outside, and it put him on edge. He peeked out of the window to see if their friends were coming, but they weren’t among the crowd fighting near the Tower yet. He hated this. His friends were out there while he was waiting in here, being completely useless and doing nothing to help them.

      Hayden jumped when Alexander touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry,” his boyfriend said softly, “but you need to try to calm down. I get that you are under a lot of stress, especially after your speech earlier, but we can’t have you falling apart right now.”

      Hayden shook himself free from his hand rather rudely. He couldn’t help but feel angry with him. He didn’t understand why Alexander had hurt Devarian like that, especially after all his help. To make matters worse, Hayden could tell he was trying to hide something from him, and after everything they’d been through, that really hurt. He knew he could have easily read his boyfriend’s mind, but that didn’t feel right. He’d have to tell Hayden himself.

      “Hayden . . .” Alexander stopped when they heard a sound coming from the other end of the building. Pulling out their guns, they quickly hid behind the opened door that led toward the staircase.

      “Hayden?” Lowell asked after a short while, his voice sounding from behind the door. Without thinking, Hayden moved into sight and wrapped his arms around his friend. He quickly let go of him when he heard a muffled squeak and realized that Suri was being smothered between them. Lowell grinned as he lifted her out of his pocket, carefully placing her on Hayden’s shoulder.

      In the meantime, the others had joined them as well. After greeting Suri properly, Hayden turned to Javi. “I’m so glad . . .” He wanted to let his unlikely friend know how happy he was that he was here, but his brain wouldn’t cooperate anymore.

      Javi looked at him, a grin twitching at his lips, and nodded. “Me too.” He stepped away to reveal Clay standing behind him.

      “Thank you for helping us,” Hayden said. He looked at Clay’s group of followers. “Or is it me helping you?”

      Clay was about to respond when an explosion sounded from a few streets away. He immediately started moving toward the backdoor and gestured for the others to follow him. “We need to leave. Now.”

      Taking one last look at the interior of the Tower, Hayden wondered if he would ever return. He then quickly followed the others outside, walking straight into the middle of the madness.

      

      On their way through the city, Hayden felt like he couldn’t breathe. Everywhere he looked, he saw war, misery, and death. The streets were filled with lifeless bodies, and those who were still standing were covered with blood, shooting at whoever came in their way. People were either fighting for freedom or to take it away, but at this point it wasn’t clear who was on whose side anymore.

      Hayden tried to limit his shooting as much as possible, not wanting to hurt anyone, but it was difficult when people were constantly attacking him or his friends. Too focused on what was happening right in front of him, he tripped over something and went down hard. He landed on the ground, scraping both his knees, but it wasn’t so much the pain that made his stomach turn like a hurricane. It was the sight of a dead woman lying in front of him, her eyes still open, making it look like she was staring at him directly. Hayden felt like screaming, but when he opened his mouth, nothing came out.

      “Come on!” Javi shouted, trying to pull him back to his feet, but Hayden was too frozen in fear to move. Alexander touched his back, gently nudging him forward while Javi kept shouting that they needed to go, but Hayden wasn’t able to process any of it. All of it was too much. He saw too much, heard too much, felt too much.

      As even more lasers fired around them and Hayden was still standing there, Javi decided to take matters into his own hands. He slapped him hard across his face, snapping him right out of his trance. Hayden’s hand automatically reached for his cheek, but his fingers got caught in his necklace. Somehow, it brought everything back into focus. Everything he needed to fight for. Everyone he needed to live for.

      After taking a deep breath, Hayden moved back into action, pushing himself forward. He followed his friends into the tunnels and out of the city.

      

      Hayden wasn’t sure how they’d made it out alive, but when he finally breathed in the soft air of the woods, he felt like screaming. The things he’d seen on his way over were etched deeply into his retinas. He hated seeing people fight, firing at one another as if they were worth nothing.

      And the dead bodies . . . there had been so many. Just thinking about them made him want to vomit.

      More and more people joined them in the woods, and many congratulated Hayden on his inspiring speech. They kept saying he was a great leader and that they were more than willing to follow him, but it didn’t make him feel better at all.

      Anxious thoughts crept into his mind about how he’d caused so many deaths by inspiring people to start this war. On top of that, the thoughts of everyone around him, varying from hopeful determination to suffocating fear, kept slipping inside his mind and compounding his anxiety. Hayden wanted to do something to make it all stop. He felt like screaming, shouting, or punching something, but he didn’t do any of that.

      Instead, he kept on walking until he found a place quiet enough that he could breathe again. When he was certain he was alone, he sat down on the ground with his back against a tree. His knees pressed against his chest, he leaned his elbows on top of them and hid his face in his hands.

      He started sobbing softly. Speaking to everyone on that stage and the long and traumatizing journey here had completely drained him. There had been too many people, too many thoughts and too many emotions, and they had all slipped inside him like water into a sponge. How was he supposed to cleanse himself of all of it?

      Hayden closed his eyes and tried to focus on the peacefulness that surrounded him. Feeling the soft breeze on his skin, he listened to the birds as they happily chattered and sang delightful songs. It slowly altered how he felt, the change of focus relieving a little bit of all the unpleasant thoughts and feelings. Even the tears on his cheeks felt nicer now—they were a relief in contrast to the heat radiating off his skin.

      “Are you all right?” Hayden looked up to see Lowell standing in front of him and unexpectedly found himself smiling. His friend joined him on the ground and put his arm around his shoulders. “Are you?”

      “No,” Hayden admitted. “I don’t think I can live up to everyone’s expectations. After my speech, everyone suddenly sees me as their new appointed leader, but I can barely keep myself from falling apart. I want to help, but I don’t want to be a leader.”

      “Then don’t be,” Lowell answered. “You don’t have to be or do what other people expect of you. Your ability is incredibly special, but it comes with a downside. It doesn’t have to be a problem, as long as you don’t pretend you should be like everyone else, because you’re not. And that is a good thing.”

      Hayden smiled sadly. “Could it be that simple?”

      “It is that simple.”

      “How did you get this smart?”

      “I was practically locked up in my hospital bed, remember? And someone thought it was a good idea to ask Alexander to keep an eye on me when said person or my parents couldn’t. Listening to him trying to hand out good advice all the time apparently left its mark.”

      They both laughed. “It’s going to be okay, Hayden,” Lowell added, now serious again. “We are in this together, remember? When you fall apart, I will pick you up, just as you have done for me a million times before.” He reached for Hayden’s hand and held it in his own. “I’m going to help the others close off the tunnels to make sure our enemies can’t follow us here. In the meantime, you should try to recharge some more. You’re going to be okay.”

      

      Alexander sat on a fallen tree trunk, watching Kira and Clay discuss their plans with some of the others from a distance. He noticed Devarian staring at him and motioned for him to join him.

      Alexander hated what he’d done to Devarian. He’d read his mind thinking it would protect Hayden, but instead it had taught him something important. Over the years, he’d learned many secrets, but it had always seemed innocent; he’d reasoned it didn’t really matter as long as he didn’t misuse the knowledge he gained. But after today, Alexander finally fully understood that other people’s thoughts and secrets were absolutely none of his business.

      Alexander also hated that he had to keep something from Hayden. He loved how in sync they had become over the past months, and the thought of undoing all of their progress deeply unsettled him. But he couldn’t tell Hayden about Devarian’s secret—at least not before making sure it was okay.

      “How much have you seen?” Devarian asked, nervously fumbling with his sleeves as he sat down.

      “A lot . . .” Alexander confessed. “I am so sorry about that. It was wrong of me to intrude on your thoughts and memories. I just wanted to make sure that you—” He swallowed uncomfortably. “That you didn’t mean any harm to Hayden.”

      Devarian’s face fell at the mention of his name. “I truly didn’t. I care about him.”

      “I know that you do.”

      Devarian blushed. “There’s something about him, something likeable that radiates from within. Even when I thought he was horrible to me, I couldn’t get myself to hate him. He’s amazing.”

      Alexander nodded thoughtfully. “I guess I can’t argue with that.”

      “Yes, I know,” Devarian answered sadly. “That’s kind of the problem, isn’t it?”

      Alexander wanted to respond, but Devarian didn’t give him the chance. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I just think that if I were more like him, people would like me better.”

      “Are you kidding me? People love you.”

      “No, they don’t. They love my appearance,” Devarian argued. “When we joined the Council, people kept telling you that you were such a good person and that you would make an even better Council member. When they talked about me, they only said that I was such a handsome man.”

      Alexander grinned. “Well, that is because you are a handsome man.”

      Devarian smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “But Hayden never really liked me. Neither did you.”

      “I think Hayden warmed up to you after a while. But you always came across so . . . vain and intolerable, always staring at your own reflection in your pocket mirror, pretending like you owned the place.” Alexander placed a hand on Devarian’s shoulder. “But that was all an act, wasn’t it? You were afraid that people wouldn’t like you if you showed them the real you?”

      Devarian stayed silent, but the expression on his face spoke volumes.

      “Dev, I’m sorry I didn’t try harder to look past the charade. If I had known the real you, I am sure I would have liked you a lot better.”

      Devarian bit his lower lip, unsure of how to respond. Eventually, he decided to change the subject. “Did Hayden freak out earlier because of me?”

      “No, he doesn’t know yet. He was just overwhelmed by . . . well, everything. And he is kind of angry with me.”

      Devarian looked surprised. “Why?”

      Alexander stared down at his hands. “Because he knows I’m keeping a secret from him. And because I hurt you.”

      “Please tell me it’s not my secret you’re talking about? No, wait, I hope it is, because if it turns out you did something to hurt him, like cheating or—”

      “Whoa, calm down, and keep your insults to yourself! First of all, I would never. Second of all, I . . . would never.”

      This time, Devarian managed a real smile. “That’s one solid case you have there. You should become a lawyer.”

      Alexander chuckled, but his tone sobered again. “But yes, he’s angry about that.”

      Devarian stared down at his hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you kidding me? You did nothing wrong. I am fully to blame.”

      “But why didn’t you just tell him?”

      Alexander shrugged. “It didn’t feel like it was my place. But he can tell that I’m keeping something from him, and it upsets him.”

      “It upsets you as well.”

      Alexander nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Then tell him. It’s okay. I’ll even do it myself if I have to.” Devarian’s forehead scrunched up. “Unless that will upset him even more.”

      “I think he’ll be fine as long as I don’t lie to him any longer. If you don’t mind, it would be nice if you did it. It feels wrong to tell your secret.”

      They both looked up when a group of people started talking in excited whispers. When their eyes fell on the object of their attention, they saw Hayden approaching Clay and Kira, taking long and confident strides. Devarian and Alexander followed him with their gazes, their heads slightly tilted to the left as they watched him move.

      “Hey.” Alexander playfully nudged Devarian’s arm as he noticed him staring. “You‘re not supposed to look at him like that.”

      “Sorry.” Devarian grinned. “He looks great, though.”

      “Yeah, he does,” Alexander answered dreamily. He really hoped they could get some alone time later today . . . and not just to apologize.
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      It was already growing dark when Devarian sat on the grass next to Hayden. People had gathered in small groups, most of them huddled up together on the ground as they shared the little food they had been able to bring. But Hayden had separated himself from the rest and was watching from a distance.

      “How are you?” Devarian asked.

      Hayden smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ve been better.”

      “Are you still angry with Alexander?”

      Hayden shook his head. “It’s hard to stay mad at him. He told me he didn’t want to share some kind of secret of yours? And I know you forgave him easily for hurting you, so . . .”

      “I want to tell you about my secret,” Devarian quickly said before he could lose his nerve. Anxiety shot through his body as he slowly moved his hand toward Hayden’s. He knew he had to be brave and tell him. If he didn’t, his secret would become an issue between Alexander and Hayden, and he didn’t want that for them.

      Devarian took in a deep breath. It was now or never. Carefully placing his hand on Hayden’s, he intertwined their fingers.

      Hayden looked at him in surprise. “What . . . what are you doing?”

      “My secret . . . I—” Devarian swallowed hard. “I don’t want you to think I’m telling you this because I’m trying to come between you and Alexander. Quite the opposite. But . . . I—I’m in love with you.”

      “What?” Hayden blinked several times. He gazed at their intertwined fingers before looking back up to meet Devarian’s eyes. “I—I had no idea. Alex tried to read your mind a couple of times, but he never saw anything that indicated how you felt about me. I did sometimes sense some kind of feeling, but I never understood what it meant.”

      “As I told you before, my cousin is a mind reader. I learned long ago I can shield my thoughts from her, so I was able to let you see what I wanted you to see. I was afraid you wouldn’t return my feelings, and there was also the Council’s rule to consider. Plus, when we first met, I thought you hated me. You made me so nervous, I wanted to dissolve into thin air. Later on, I realized you were overwhelmed and I had misinterpreted your behavior. I’m sorry for acting so unkind to you at the beginning.”

      Hayden cracked a smile. “I wish I would’ve been kinder to you when we met, too.” A crease appeared on his forehead. “You’re so different when it’s just you and me. Your whole attitude changes when you’re around others, and it’s like you put on some kind of mask.”

      Devarian shrugged sadly. “I think I’m too afraid to let others in. People usually love how I look, but no one has ever seemed to appreciate who I am.”

      “Well, I would love to get to know the real you, Devarian. And I’m sure the right people will, too.”

      Devarian smiled. In that moment, he decided it was time for his invisible wall to come down. He had never trusted anyone enough to show them the real version of him, but maybe Hayden was a good person to start with. “If you really want to know who I am, it’s okay if you want to read my mind.”

      Hayden gave his hand a comforting squeeze. “I would be honored.”

      Devarian’s heart thumped a frantic beat as Hayden went through his mind. Hayden’s expression changed several times from sadness to joy and back again, but there was never a moment he appeared judgmental or hateful. When he was done, he gave Devarian a warm smile. “I think you’re beautiful.”

      A blush spread over Devarian’s cheeks. He was about to respond when a buzz from his communicator interrupted them. He checked the screen, then showed it to Hayden. It was Elesio.

      “Shall I accept his call?” Devarian asked.

      Hayden nodded. A few seconds later, Elesio’s voice sounded over the speaker. “Devarian Rayli! You traitor.”

      “What do you want?” Devarian snapped.

      “I have a proposition for you. You had your brave little moment earlier today, and I’m sure your ‘friends’ are all very pleased with you now. But I know you. You are a coward who will do anything to save himself.”

      Devarian cringed at his words, but the skeptical look in Hayden’s eyes told him he did not agree with Elesio. At that moment, Alexander joined them on the grass. He exchanged looks with Hayden but kept his mouth shut.

      “I want Navarro, and I want you to take him to me,” Elesio continued. “I’m done with that rebellious little shit. If you turn him over, I will make sure you’ll have safe passage to a country of your choosing. I’ll even make sure you can live the rest of your miserable life there in peace.”

      Alexander pulled his communicator from his pocket and typed in a message. He held up the device and showed it to the others. Devarian looked at Hayden, who gave him an encouraging nod.

      “If you can guarantee my safety, I might consider it,” Devarian said, reading Alexander’s words out loud. “But I want to meet you in person. I don’t trust your agents one bit.”

      “Fine. Meet me at the Tower of Arts tomorrow at noon. But you better bring Navarro with you.” The call ended before Devarian was able to agree or disagree to his terms.

      Hayden’s face lit up with excitement. “This might be our opportunity to capture him! I might be able to distract him long enough for help to arrive.”

      “We might be able to do that,” Alexander corrected. “You are not going alone.”

      Devarian nodded. “He’s right. There is no way we’ll let you go without us.”

      

      In all her years at the Council, nothing had ever felt so significant to Kira as this moment. She felt oddly nervous as she addressed the group of people willing to join her in her fight for freedom. Not so much because she needed to convince them of her plan, but because she wanted to make sure everyone was united, ready to face their enemy together.

      “We have come up with a plan,” she started. “And I am embarrassed to say that I was going to tell you what you should do and how you should do it. Thankfully, Hayden has reminded me that even though the Initiative is clearly wrong about a lot of things, they were right about one thing: The Council wasn’t functioning properly anymore. We were making decisions without listening to you—the people. I have always urged the Council members to listen to your opinions, but I am guilty of neglecting you just as much as the rest of them. And I am sorry for that. I realize I might not be the best leader right now, and I know that you all want Hayden to fill that position, but he has told me that he doesn’t want to.”

      An uncertain murmur started. People were unsure whether to accept Hayden’s decision or be outraged by his sudden act of cowardice. Angry glares were shot his way, but Hayden kept his eyes fixed on Kira, seemingly unbothered by their assumptions.

      “Yes, I know. That was my first reaction as well,” Kira continued. “But then I heard him out, and I think he is right. He shouldn’t be the leader—because we shouldn’t have a leader at all.”

      Silence returned, giving Kira the opportunity to explain herself. “Hayden’s suggestion is that we should all be able to come up with plans and then vote for the one we consider the best. This means that I will present the plan Clay and I came up with, but every one of you is welcome to make a proposition of your own.

      “We hope other countries will come to help us after hearing Hayden’s speech and Devarian’s plea for help, but it will take a while before they get here. In the meantime, there are still a lot of people inside the city who need help fighting the Initiative. If we divide us into different groups, we might be able to join rebels in all parts of the city. One group can focus solely on the congress building and try to free the Council members. They might be able to remove Elesio from the Council and take away much of his power. We can’t be sure that they are still there, but it’s worth a try. Besides, if they aren’t, then at least we will have the building back, and it will be a good base to regroup if necessary.

      “Devarian, Hayden, and Alexander are going to try to lure Elesio Boucher to the Tower of Arts. Timing will be everything, because one group will have to show up once he is inside so they can overpower his guards and arrest him.

      “We know it’s a long shot, since Boucher didn’t show up during Hayden’s speech, either, but Devarian had contact with Elesio and convinced him that he is willing to turn in Hayden in exchange for safe passage to another country. But only if he can make the deal in person.”

      It was silent for a while, but then a woman stepped forward, her brows creased in a cynical expression. “Why can’t we just wait for help to arrive?”

      “Because the longer we wait, the more people will die, and we can’t be sure if help is coming at all.”

      Javi coughed to attract everyone’s attention. “I agree that it’s best to act sooner rather than later. If this is all we have right now, we should try it. But maybe there are other plans?”

      More ideas were offered, but after an hour of discussing the pros and cons of every plan, one of the former OWS agents spoke up. “I honestly don’t think any of us will come up with a better plan than Mrs. Jaymes and Mr. Sanchez’s.”

      Another wave of murmurs filled the air, but when the noise settled down, they all agreed he was right.

      “Then maybe we should take a vote now,” Clay suggested. “Anyone who is in favor, raise your hand.”

      To Kira’s surprise, everyone’s hands went up. She hadn’t even expected the majority to vote in favor, but for it to be unanimous was simply astonishing. She smiled at Hayden, but he seemed lost in thought, a pensive frown drawing his eyebrows together.

      

      While he had voted in favor of Kira and Clay’s plan, Lowell hated it. The idea of Hayden being used as bait didn’t sit right with him, especially after everything that had happened. Maybe Hayden had safely returned after his speech, but it felt like tempting fate to be this careless again.

      It would have been less horrible if Lowell had been able to join him so he could protect Hayden in some way, but the others didn’t want to risk bringing too many people along. Lowell tried to talk it over with his parents, but they continuously tried to convince him it was safer to stay at the floater and sit this whole thing out. Eventually, he found himself confiding in the one person who had always been there for him, unconditionally and without any judgment.

      It was already dark outside, but the moonlight revealed just enough of Hayden’s face to show his expression as he listened to Lowell. His cloak wrapped around him like a blanket, Hayden seemed calm, but his eyes were filled with emotion.

      “I worry about you, too,” Hayden admitted. “Everything inside me wants to lock you up inside the airfloater together with Suri and Alexander so you will all be safe. But I know I can’t do that—and not just because Lena already smashed the windows, so it would be too easy for you to escape.” He chuckled softly. “I can’t do that because you deserve more respect than that. I love you, Lowell, and sometimes loving people means that we have to let go and trust they can stand on their own two feet. And I know that you can—you have shown me time and time again, and I am so proud of you.” He paused for a second. “Now, I am asking you to trust me as well.”

      Lowell swallowed hard as a riot of emotions swirled inside him. All their lives, Hayden had been the one protecting him, following him around everywhere to make sure he was safe. It had often made him feel like a little child, but he had always known it had been out of love. Hayden asking him to return the favor was a new experience, but that was what Lowell was going to do.

      “Okay.” Lowell snuggled up to him, and Hayden wrapped his cloak around the two of them. For a long while, they sat together the same way they had done so many times before during their adventures back in the Wastelands.

      Hayden spoke up again. “Tomorrow, we’ll go on one last big adventure. After that, I think it’s time for us to retire and become normal human beings with boring, beautiful lives.”

      Lowell snorted. “As if you could ever be normal.”
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      Suri watched her friends as they moved away in groups from the airfloater, ready to invade Ailene. She had faith in them, but she also knew there was a good chance not everyone was going to return to her, and that knowledge made her shiver all over.

      When the last group left, Suri secretly followed them into the city, making sure to keep enough distance so they wouldn’t notice her. Hayden had made it clear that he didn’t want her to tag along, but there was absolutely no way she was going to let them go off to battle without her.

      

      It was hard for Lowell to be separated from Hayden, but he knew he needed to focus on his own task. Together with Kira, the former OWS agents, and his parents, he was supposed to save the Council members. Part of him didn’t think they would still be at the congress building, but it would also make sense if they were. If they were being forced to continue doing their jobs and pretending it was just any other day, then what choice did they really have?

      As they made their way into the city, Lowell couldn’t help but worry about Hayden. Last night, Hayden had convinced him that they should trust each other to succeed on their own. But in the light of day, Lowell realized that had been complete nonsense. He believed in Hayden and knew he could hold his own, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be stronger together. And strength was what Hayden needed if he wanted to go up against someone like Elesio.

      Without saying anything, Lowell started off as they neared the congress building, running away from Kira and the others. They shouted after him but he ignored them, too focused on trying to remember how to get to the Tower of Arts.

      Maybe Hayden had been right when he’d said that sometimes loving people means letting them go, but that didn’t negate the fact that love usually means that you’re there for each other, no matter the cost.

      

      Along with Javi and Clay, Lena moved through the streets, following the rest of their unit. Initiative agents occasionally came in groups to attack them, but she expected they would encounter a larger army once they got farther into the city.

      When another group of Initiative agents came into sight, Javi immediately moved toward her, circling around Lena like a human shield. Her eye fell on one agent she hadn’t seen before, a tall, muscular man who looked like he could kill someone with a single blow. When he caught her eye, he lifted his palm, and as a flame bloomed inside of it, he extended his palm toward her. She pointed her gun at him out of instinct, although she knew it wouldn’t do much good against his special ability.

      Lena was certain she was about to be burned alive, but then Javi ducked down and swung out his leg, landing a hard kick against the man’s lower limbs. His knees buckling, the agent stumbled backward into the canal and crashed into the water with a loud splash.

      “Whoever said you need to fight fire with fire was an idiot.” Javi grinned as he watched the man frantically trying to climb out. “But we should hurry. I don’t know how long the water can stop him from using his ability again.”

      “Let us go, then,” Lena agreed, and together they followed the others farther into the city.

      

      Nervous tremors raced through Devarian’s body as he climbed the stairs of the Tower of Arts. He had never felt more scared in his entire life, but at the same time he had never felt braver.

      He looked at Hayden walking in front of him and noticed how he was keeping his distance from Alexander. Devarian knew he was doing it for him—Hayden didn’t want to rub their relationship in his face, because he knew how much it hurt—but for some reason, knowing that these could be their last moments alive and Hayden wouldn’t even be able to hold his lover’s hand only made Devarian feel worse.

      Devarian wondered if he himself was going to make it. For some reason, he had never considered an “after” before. He didn’t think the war would go on forever, yet he couldn’t picture his life beyond it. What would he do? Go back to the Council? Even if he did, then what?

      What would Hayden and Alexander do? After everything that had happened, he wished they wouldn’t go back to the Council—they deserved a better life than that. He hoped they would take their womkey and go live somewhere far away from all the madness. They would find another way to do good in this world; he was sure of that.

      Part of him wished he could join them, but he knew that he never would. It would hurt too much. Maybe he could join them from a distance, though—do good in his own way and leave something behind that would give meaning to his existence. Ending this war would be a great start.

      “Do you think Elesio will show up?” Alexander asked as they entered the fifth floor.

      “I know for a fact that he will. I’ve been using my echolocation and he’s only a few streets away,” Hayden answered. “But what worries me is that he’s not stupid, so he’s probably aware we’re up to something. We have to be careful.”

      They all jumped when Devarian’s communicator buzzed, its sound echoing through the building. He quickly reached for the device and answered the incoming call.

      “Devarian Rayli!” Elesio’s voice sounded cheerful and excited. “Is Hayden with you?”

      “Yes, he is here, just like I promised. Now, where are you? As I said before, I will only negotiate face-to-face.”

      “Oh, I know that.” Elesio chuckled wickedly. “But first I have a little gift for you.”

      The conversation ended with an abrupt click. Devarian looked at Hayden, who returned his surprised expression until his eyes grew wide with terror.

      “Run!” Hayden grabbed both their hands and pulled them as he ran downstairs.

      “What did you see?” Devarian shouted at Hayden, knowing that he had used his echolocation again.

      “A bomb! There is an airfloater on its way to the Tower, and it’s carrying a bomb!”

      Devarian felt sick with fear. They could have—no, should have known Elesio would have a fiendish trick up his sleeve, but he hadn’t expected something of this proportion. Of course, Elesio did love to make a show out of everything—Devarian had experienced that firsthand when he had been tied to the Liberation Day wagon. Blasting the Tower and killing the face of their rebellion in such a horrific way would definitely send a message to the people of Ailene, not to mention everyone else on the planet.

      They heard an ominous whistling sound as the bomb dropped from the sky, a terrifying warning. They were now on the second floor. They didn’t have much time left. If they were lucky, the bomb would only destroy the top floors, sparing them from being blown to pieces. But even then the walls would most likely come down on top of them, crushing them underneath.

      As they reached the first floor, a shimmer of hope filled Devarian, but it was cruelly shattered when the bomb hit the top of the building and exploded. The three of them looked up as large chunks of the ceiling started falling.

      “Keep running!” Hayden shouted at them. Devarian listened immediately, following Alexander down the stairs, but when he looked back to check on Hayden, he realized he wasn’t there. Without thinking, Devarian ran back upstairs, afraid of what he might find. When he reached the first floor again, he saw Hayden standing there and holding his hands up, his palms toward the ceiling. At first Devarian didn’t understand what he was doing, but then he understood he was using his air control ability. Holding the roof in place, Hayden was buying Devarian and Alexander enough time to get out of the building before it collapsed.

      “Hayden, no!” Devarian couldn’t let him sacrifice his life for them. He could not let him die when he still had so much to live for.

      Devarian didn’t know what to do or how to do it; all he could think to do was grab Hayden and get him out of there as fast as he could. He moved closer, reaching for Hayden, but before he was able to touch him, the floor started to move. Before he could grasp what was happening, it caved in.

      As the ground beneath his feet disappeared, Devarian knew the end was nigh. He would have been okay with it had it just been him, but knowing Hayden would also meet his death was more than he could handle. He cried out all of his pain and frustration, all of his anger, for the unfairness of it all. The fact that life could be this cruel hurt Devarian to his core.

      When he hit the ground, pain erupted throughout his body. He looked up to find that the Tower hadn’t collapsed in its entirety; only parts of it were gone. He saw a hole in the roof that stretched all the way to the top of the building, and through it he saw a beam of light shine in. He could see a tiny bit of clear bright-blue sky and it reminded him of a better world. A world after the war, one without people like Elesio Boucher in it but filled with Haydens and Alexanders. He could see it. But he could not be in it.

      Devarian smiled when his view was blocked by Hayden hovering over him. The man’s eyes were brimming with moisture and his face was wet with streaks of tears streaming down his cheeks, wiping away the thin layer of dirt that covered him.

      “D-Dev,” Hayden stammered, his voice quivering with fear and desperation. “I’m so sorry—I wanted to break both of our falls, but it didn’t work. I think trying to hold the roof in place cost me too much energy . . .” He started crying.

      “Are . . . you . . . all right?” Devarian asked. His voice sounded off, like it wasn’t really him speaking.

      Hayden sniffed loudly, trying to form the right words but unable to do so. Devarian knew Hayden now realized what he had known the moment he’d hit the ground.

      “I am dying,” Devarian confirmed. “But I—” He swallowed hard. “I need you . . . to be strong. It worked . . . we got him here . . . now you have to finish it. Make sure . . . that it hasn’t all been for nothing.” He fought to show him an encouraging smile. “I believe in you, Hayden.” His hands shaking, Hayden stroked Devarian’s hair, sending pleasant warmth through his body. “Maybe . . . in another life . . . we would have ended up together.” Devarian’s smile grew. “I’d like to think that we would.”

      Hayden leaned in closer so their gazes met more directly. “You are so beautiful.”

      Hayden’s words sent a rush of joy through Devarian’s heart. People had often called him handsome, but it was different when Hayden said it—he wasn’t solely talking about his looks. He was talking about his entire being.

      “Your eyes are like two stunning green emeralds,” Hayden continued, “and when I look into them, it’s like I can see right into your soul. And it is . . .” Hayden gave him a quivering smile as another tear slid down his cheek. “It is beautiful.”

      A lovely shiver ran through Devarian as Hayden’s lips found his. They felt soft and warm, and his kiss was sweet and comforting.

      Happy and content, and feeling truly loved for the first time in his life, Devarian smiled in pure bliss as he gently slipped away into eternal sleep.
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      When the bomb crashed into the Tower of Arts and exploded, Lowell’s heart seemed to stop for a moment. Everything inside him wanted to avert his eyes from the catastrophic scenario playing out in front of him, but he couldn’t bring himself to do so. Everywhere around him, people were fighting, shooting, and stabbing at one another, trying everything in their power to win this battle.

      Lowell pushed himself forward through the chaos, unsure if his efforts were still needed, but he had to get to Hayden, even if his brother was already dead. As if in a dream, everything around him seemed to move in slow motion, but nothing moved as slowly as him. His eyes widened with surprise when Suri sprinted past him, accidentally brushing against his leg in the process. It seemed unreal to see her here, and for a brief second Lowell thought it truly was a dream.

      Then someone roughly shook him out of his trance. Lowell cried out in pain as an Initiative agent slammed some kind of electric spear into his shoulder. Blood oozed from his wound, but it was the electric shock that hurt the most.

      The agent was about to come at him again when she suddenly screamed and slumped to the ground. Surprised, Lowell looked around to find Clay standing next to him. He quickly shouted a “Thank you!” before he pushed forward again, his hand pressing hard against the wound on his shoulder to stop the bleeding. Part of him wanted to stay to help his friends, but he had to get to Hayden first.

      When Lowell was halfway across the plaza, he used his echolocation to find him. A surge of relief went through his body when he learned Hayden was still alive, but then he sensed another presence—together with four Initiative agents, Elesio Boucher was on his way to the Tower, and they were already close to the entrance.

      Hoping that it would clear the way, Lowell fired off a few shots, but everyone was so occupied with their own battles that they barely noticed him as he moved toward the Tower. He heard a voice coming over an Initiative agent’s communicator, informing him that “Mrs. Jaymes” had been captured.

      Lowell felt sick to his stomach at the idea that not only Kira but also his parents were now at the Initiative’s mercy. He needed to help them, but right now all of his efforts had to go to the person closest by, and that was Hayden.

      Lowell pushed the door open, ready to enter the building. He was so close.

      Someone struck him from behind. Lowell stumbled forward onto the ground, dropping his gun in the process, but quickly managed to roll onto his back so that he could get a clear view of his attacker. It was an Initiative agent carrying one of those electric spears. Without thinking, Lowell kicked with both legs to push his attacker away, but the agent swiftly moved backward and pointed the spear at his chest.

      As electric sparks flickered against him, Lowell braced himself for the pain to come.

      

      Hayden couldn’t stop crying. Clutching Devarian to his chest as tightly as he could, he refused to let go of him. He knew he was already gone, but somehow by holding him close, it felt as if he could keep him here for just a little longer.

      He didn’t even let go when, minutes later, he felt Alexander’s arms around him. “I know you don’t want to leave him behind, but we have to get ourselves to safety. Elesio is undoubtedly on his way to check if his plan succeeded.”

      “No,” Hayden sobbed. “I can’t.”

      Alexander tried to pull Hayden up and away from Devarian, but he wouldn’t budge. Hayden knew they had to leave, but everything inside him wanted to stay.

      “He is gone, Hayden! And if we don’t leave now, we will die, too!”

      As the realization finally set in that Alexander’s life was in danger, Hayden slowly let go of Devarian. He took one last look at his mangled body, his stomach roiling with a wave of nausea. Covering his mouth with his hand, Hayden crawled through the debris, away from them, and let it all out.

      Breathing heavily, he pressed his hand against his abdomen, but he couldn’t get his stomach to settle. Every time he pictured Devarian, he burst into a fit of hysterical sobs followed by another wave of vomit.

      Hayden calmed down a little when Alexander rested his hand on his back and softly rubbed his spine.

      If either of them thought it couldn’t possibly get any worse, they soon learned they were wrong. Hayden’s stomach had finally settled and Alexander was starting to help him get up when Elesio Boucher entered the Tower, together with four Initiative agents.

      Almost as if out of reflex, Alexander reached for his gun and shot two of the agents. If Hayden hadn’t been feeling so miserable, he would have made a comment about how he finally had learned to shoot. He reached for his own gun instead only to find that it wasn’t in its holster.

      Before Alexander could fire again, the other two agents charged at him, knocking the gun out of his hand with their electric spears.

      Elesio stormed toward Hayden. “You,” he spat as he reached for him and roughly pulled him up by his collar. “How is it I cannot seem to get rid of you? You are like a cockroach, impossible to exterminate.”

      From the corner of his eye, Hayden could see the two agents attacking his boyfriend. Alexander put up a fight, throwing punches and kicking violently at their legs.

      Elesio punched Hayden hard in his stomach, making him gasp for air. His knees buckled beneath him, but Elesio kept holding him up to hit him again, only this time his fist made contact with Hayden’s cheek. He desperately wanted to fight back, but his fall and going overboard with his air control had weakened him. It was hard enough to move, much less focus on his other abilities.

      Hayden’s heart ached when Alexander got slammed into the wall next to them and slumped to the ground, where he remained still. He could feel that Alexander was still alive, but he was unconscious. The two agents hovered over him, ready to strike.

      When Elesio dealt him another blow, Hayden hung his head for a moment. When he lifted it again, his gaze fell on a little creature on the floor beside him. Immediate panic rose inside of him knowing that not only were he and Alexander in danger, but now Suri was too.

      Instead of using his last bit of energy on fighting Elesio, he tried to speak to her.

      Please, Suri, go! Bring yourself to safety.

      Suri shook her head defiantly.

      Elesio yanked an electronic spear from one of the agents’ hands and pointed its tip at Hayden’s stomach. He dug his fingers into Hayden’s chin and jerked up his face, forcing him to look at him. “It’s over, Navarro.”

      Suri’s miserable squeak sounded beside Hayden as Elesio thrust the tip of the spear into his abdomen. As the electric pulse shot through him, an agonizing pain terrorized him from the inside out.

      Then everything around Hayden stopped.

      

      Outside the Tower of Arts, the situation was just as grave. Slowly, the realization was settling in Lena’s mind that they were going to lose. There weren’t many people left on their side to fight, while the number of Initiative agents only seemed to grow. She looked at Javi, still fighting beside her at full strength, but not even he would be able to change the outcome of this battle.

      When the Initiative offered them a chance to surrender, Lena seriously considered it. Too many people had died already, and she didn’t want any more to follow. But she doubted being a prisoner of the Initiative would have been a better fate.

      “We have to take it,” Clay advised, but both Lena and Javi disagreed. They would rather have died than be prisoners again, but no one else seemed to share their opinion. One by one, people lowered their weapons, ready to surrender themselves to the Initiative.
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      “I absolutely despise this,” Javi complained as the Initiative agents forced all the remaining rebels to form a long line of prisoners.

      “As you’ve already told us repeatedly,” Clay responded irritably.

      An Initiative agent hit Clay in the stomach with the butt of his rifle, making it clear he didn’t want to hear another word out of him. If the blow hurt him—which it undoubtedly did—Clay didn’t show it. He continued talking, only this time in a whisper. “For the record, I agree with you. But I also don’t want to put any more of our people in danger.”

      “And you honestly believe that being at the Initiative’s mercy is not doing just that?” Lena whispered back.

      “If you feel that way, then why did you agree to surrender?”

      Lena sighed. “Because I am a fool who still believes in democracy. Everyone seemed eager to surrender, so who was I to tell them they could not?”

      “Then you are right,” Javi snapped. “You are a fool.”

      “Excuse me?” Lena snapped loudly. An agent struck a blow to her back to shut her up, but she didn’t cry out in agony as she would have done in the past. After having been tortured by the OWS and held as a prisoner for months, she had learned to push through almost any pain.

      “Being a democracy shouldn’t mean standing by and watching the majority screw everything up,” Javi said, raising his voice so that everyone could hear it. “It should mean standing up for what is right, informing people without brainwashing them, and letting them make their own decisions. If we surrender now, we are all fucked!”

      “Shut up, child,” an agent shouted at him. “No one cares about you or your opinion.”

      “But that is where you are wrong,” Lena shot back. “Because I care, and my opinion matters just as much as his, and that of anyone else.”

      As if on cue, a large shadow was cast over them, and all heads turned to the sky at once. Lena’s eyes widened when she saw at least ten airfloaters hovering over them. For a small, terrifying second, she thought it was the Initiative deciding the easiest solution was to simply bomb all of them, but then she recognized the Xarovatian flag that covered the entire side of a floater.

      “The Xarovatian army!” someone cried out in delight. And then Lena realized it wasn’t just them—there were people from other countries too! She saw dozens of airfloaters from Timberland, the Wastelands, Eyrwen, and numerous other countries from far overseas. Even Korora had sent help. Hope filled her from the inside out. While the Initiative was strong, it would be no match against all the countries united.

      Just like the Initiative had done before, the Xarovatian army now extended them an olive branch and offered to spare them if they surrendered. Unlike the people of Ailene, the Initiative did not accept and opened fire immediately.

      With lasers flying everywhere around them, Javi grabbed Lena’s hand and pulled her away, shouting Kira’s name as an explanation for what he had planned.

      When Lena and Javi reached the congress building, they saw that several Xarovatians had already beaten them to it. With their guns at the ready, they stormed the building, prepared to fight anyone who stood in their way.

      When they arrived at the conference room, the door was barricaded by a small group of Initiative agents, but they didn’t last long against the Xarovatians.

      The moment the way was clear, Lena and Javi stormed in, but the view inside the conference room was so absurd they both stopped in their tracks. Around the table sat the Council, entirely intact except for Alexander and Devarian, together with Lowell’s parents and a small group of former OWS agents who had joined their rebellion. All of them were chained to their chairs, their mouths covered in duct tape, making them look both incapable and ridiculous.

      Javi chuckled. “That must have been one successful rescue operation.”

      Lena couldn’t share in his amusement, too overcome with worry for the one person that should have been in the room but wasn’t. “Where is Lowell?” Her eyes frantically searched the room as if he would magically appear in a corner she hadn’t checked before.

      Javi grinned in amusement. “I don’t think any of them can answer you, carida.”

      If looks could kill, Javi would have dropped dead at that moment, but he ignored Lena’s glare and walked over to Kira to remove the tape from her mouth. “Hayden’s speech worked! Numerous countries have joined us in our fight,” he informed her. “So, I suggest we get back out there and defeat those Initiative bastards!”

      “Where is Lowell?” Lena repeated in a nervous, trembling voice.

      “He left before we entered the building,” Kira explained while Javi untied her. “I don’t know where he is now.”

      Realizing immediately where Lowell must have gone off to, Lena grabbed Javi’s hand in shock. “We need to get to the Tower, now.”

      Loud cheers erupted from afar as Lena and the others fought their way back to the plaza. They occasionally ran into small groups of Initiative agents attacking them, but it was clear they were finally on the winning side.

      “Please, let them be alive,” Lena whispered over and over to herself like a chant, as if that would make her wish come true. The thought of losing Lowell was devastating. Even though he wasn’t her boyfriend anymore, she still cared about him deeply. What surprised her, though, was the fact that the thought of losing Hayden wrecked her just as much.

      

      A jolt ran through Hayden’s body, a sizzling whip of electricity pushing through his nervous system until it suddenly winked out. His body ached badly, but it was nothing compared to the pain he felt in his heart.

      He slowly opened his eyes, expecting to see the worst—Alexander’s dead body on the floor, pierced by his attacker’s spear, and Suri being beaten or strangled to death by Elesio—but what he saw was an entirely different scene.

      Nothing had happened. Elesio was still standing in front of him, pricking the tip of the spear into Hayden’s abdomen, and Alexander’s attackers were still standing in the same position, one of them ready to slam his weapon into him. Time had stopped.

      Suri! Hayden looked to the place where Suri had been sitting before and found her still there, her eyes focused in concentration. Suddenly feeling silly for having waited this long to do it, Hayden released himself from Elesio’s grip, pulling himself away from the tip of the spear and revealing a small wound that luckily wasn’t too deep.

      He stumbled backward and hit the ground hard. A sharp pain shot up his back, but he tried to ignore it, knowing that he had to act fast. Suri wouldn’t be able to freeze time forever.

      Hayden knew he had two options: He could either grab Alexander’s gun, shoot Elesio, and save himself, or he could use it to defeat his boyfriend’s attackers. He didn’t think he had time to do both. Since Suri couldn’t unfreeze objects with a high density, he wouldn’t be able to get the gun before time started ticking again.

      Hayden had decided to use the gun on the agents to save Alexander when he sensed they weren’t alone. Behind Elesio stood Lowell, frozen like the others. The anguished expression on his face, thinking his best friend was about to die, broke Hayden’s heart.

      Hayden’s eyes landed on the sharp, pointy object on the ground next to Lowell—the spear of one of the agents Alexander had shot before. This gave him the perfect idea to kill three birds with one stone. “Suri, you need to put Lowell back into motion!”

      Suri didn’t question his request. She closed her eyes, her face still in concentration. Hayden could feel how much effort it cost her. For a moment he was afraid she wouldn’t be able to pull it off, but then, as if awoken from a dream, Lowell started to move again. His expression slowly changed from horror into elated surprise when he understood what was going on.

      “When time starts ticking, grab the spear next to you and don’t hesitate,” Hayden explained, sensing that Suri could not hold on much longer. “If you save me, I’ll save Alex.” He added a warm smile. “Let’s do this. Together.”

      Right then, time started ticking again. Forcing all of his muscles to comply and delving into his last reserves of energy, Hayden grabbed for the gun, turned on his side, and pointed it at the Initiative agents. With two quick shots, he eliminated his boyfriend’s attackers while at the same time, Lowell quickly dove down to get the spear. With one swift move, he thrusted it into Elesio’s back.

      Completely stunned by this sudden change of events, Elesio gasped. He reached for his stomach, where the tip of the spear was sticking through him. Almost mesmerized, he stared at the blood oozing out from under his palms and seeping through the spaces between his fingers. He slowly dropped to his knees, his eyes now focused on Hayden’s. He cracked a distorted smile. “I guess you win after all.”

      He fell forward and crashed onto the ground, where he remained still. Lowell checked his pulse and found that Elesio Boucher was no more.

      

      Hayden fell in and out of consciousness. He wasn’t sure if he’d done it himself or if someone else had moved him, but when the fog in his head finally cleared, he found himself in a sitting position against a pillar. Suri was rubbing her fuzzy cheek against his, her little paws wrapped around his neck. Hayden slowly lifted his arm and stroked her back as she made soft contented noises.

      Then another pair of arms wrapped around him, followed by the stench of sweat and dried blood. Hayden smiled. Having Lowell with him safe and well was all that had ever mattered. And yet, it wasn’t until a third pair of arms joined in and Alexander pressed a kiss to his forehead that he finally felt complete.

      All of his life, Hayden had searched for the light in the darkness, for the beauty inside the mess. Now he finally realized that it had been within arm’s reach for a long time. It was them. All four of them together—they were the beauty inside the mess.
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      When Kira and the others entered the Tower of Arts, Lowell tried to get up, awkwardly stumbling to his feet. He held his breath as he watched more people come in, wishing his parents would show.

      Bright beams of sunlight shone on Lena as she came in, illuminating her every feature. Seeing her like this reminded Lowell of how the Wastelands had always looked during sundown. He was overcome with the sudden urge to embrace her.

      Before he got the chance to move forward, Lena had already reached him and pulled him into a tight hug. When she finally let go, a grateful smile glimmered on her face. “I am so glad to see you are all right.”

      “It’s so good to see you well and alive, too.” Lowell meant it. Despite everything, he still cared about her.

      He was about to ask about his parents when he noticed them standing a little farther away. Without thinking, he ran toward them and launched himself into their embrace, staying there for what felt like forever.

      

      Lena gave Lowell and his parents the privacy they deserved and opted to look around the Tower. She saw Alexander and Javi helping Hayden get up while Kira asked them about Devarian. Hayden burst into tears when he tried to explain what had happened.

      Alexander pulled Hayden against him, holding him close, and answered Kira in his place. She pressed her hand against her mouth in shock. Even though Kira had never cried in public before, she didn’t try to hide the tears rolling down her cheeks as she wept for the loss of the Wastelands’ ambassador.

      Watching them from a distance, Lena felt more than ever that all of this was her fault, but Kira had been right. Lena couldn’t change what she had already done, but she could do her best to atone and make better decisions in the future.

      She looked at Lowell again and saw that he was still hugging his parents. She knew that what she and Lowell had once shared was gone, but she hoped from the bottom of her heart that one day she could earn his forgiveness, and that of everyone else.

      

      Standing in front of the Tower of Arts, Hayden felt sick with grief as he stared out over the plaza. He was overwhelmed by everything playing out in front of him. Some people were cheering, filling the plaza with laughter and applause, or even dancing as they celebrated their victory together. But Hayden only registered the many others who were still in shock, weeping deeply as they mourned those they lost.

      He wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there when he noticed people starting to leave, going back to the houses they could once again call their homes, while paramedics carried the wounded to the hospital. The last Initiative agents were being escorted away by Peacekeepers, clearing out the rest of the plaza.

      His heart clenched when he spotted them carrying Devarian away in a body bag, along with numerous others. They had died needlessly, all because some people believed they were worth more than others.

      Hayden didn’t respond when Alexander joined him, placing his hand on the small of his back, and asked if he wanted to go home. Though his body felt numb, there was a whirlwind of feelings raging inside him and slowly pushing him into darkness.

      “Hayden!” Alexander placed his hand firmly on his shoulder, trying to get his attention. At his touch, a tingling sensation shot through Hayden’s body, its warmth filling him from the inside out, and it snapped him right back into the light.

      For a moment Hayden wondered how Alexander could possibly transfer a feeling this euphoric after everything they’d just been through, but then he realized he hadn’t. Maybe Alexander had evoked the feeling by touching him, but that light was fully his own.

      To his immense surprise, Hayden found himself feeling incredibly grateful. He had lost so much, but perhaps he’d gained even more in the process. For one, he’d found a love that could last a lifetime. No, not could—would. He was convinced of this. He decided right then and there that he would show Alexander soon exactly how much he meant to him.
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      In the weeks that followed, everyone worked together to rebuild their lives. Even though it was hard, it turned out they were able to work through their grief and finally start to heal as long as they did it together.

      At the end of the second week, a ceremony was held in the Ailene Gardens in honor of everyone who had died during the invasion. Loved ones got the chance to speak some words about the people they had lost and show everyone that even though they weren’t around anymore, no one would ever be forgotten.

      Hayden had felt certain that his heart couldn’t possibly break into more pieces, yet that was exactly what it did when Clay Sanchez ended his eulogy for Jozee Ridley by reading a poem she had loved. Hayden silently lamented the timing; he would be speaking for Devarian Rayli, and he was up next.

      His heart jumped in his chest as he walked up to the small podium to take Clay’s place behind the mic. Pushing back his tears and trying to hold himself together, he cleared his throat.

      “Devarian Rayli . . .” Hayden started. Even at the mention of his name, a lump formed in his throat. “Devarian Rayli was a good man who—” He swallowed hard and took a moment to collect himself before he continued. “I guess I am supposed to tell you all how loved Devarian was, but the truth is that very few people truly knew him, and if I have to say something about him, I want to talk about the real Devarian.

      “Devarian Rayli was an anxious man who didn’t think he was good enough, because—” Hayden swallowed again as tears started to blur his vision. “Because we all made him believe that he wasn’t. If any of us had known the real Devarian, we would have known him to be kind and good. We would have known that, even though he was scared a lot, he was extremely brave. If it wasn’t for Devarian, we wouldn’t be standing here right now. He risked his life for all of us and paid the ultimate price so that we didn’t have to. I once said that you don’t have to be strong or powerful to be a hero, and I still believe that’s true. Stepping up for what is right and helping others is what makes you one, and that is exactly what Devarian has done. He is a true hero.”

      Hayden placed his hand over his heart and turned to look at the large photograph of Devarian projected on the wall behind him. His bright smile seemed fake to Hayden. He preferred to remember the smile Devarian had worn, his real, beaming smile, after he’d finally opened himself up to Hayden.

      “I am so sorry I didn’t try harder to get to know the real you sooner, Dev,” he continued, now openly sobbing. “And I am sorry I made you feel like you couldn’t show it to me for such a long time. Because when you finally did, I found out that you were a wonderful person . . . and you deserved so much better.” He wanted to add something to end the eulogy properly, but he couldn’t think straight.

      Overwhelmed by his grief, Hayden stepped off the podium and sprinted away. He kept on running until he found himself at the lake where he used to spend much time with Alexander, relieved there was no one else around.

      Panting, Hayden sat down in the field of yellow flowers that covered the shore. His eyes closed, he buried his head in his hands and waited until his breathing got steady again. At times like this, he wished he could press a button and release all of his feelings at once so he could immediately start over with a clean slate.

      He sat up when he sensed Alexander’s presence behind him. “How did you know I was here?” Hayden asked.

      “I know you, so I knew you would go to a comforting place.” Alexander sat down behind Hayden and drew him back against his chest, wrapping his arms around him. “‘If happiness is a place, this might be it.’ I remember you thinking that when we were here together once.”

      Hayden’s lips curled up into a small smile. Of course his boyfriend had been reading his mind back then. He took Alexander’s hands in his and intertwined their fingers. “Only happiness isn’t a place.”

      “No?”

      Hayden shook his head. “I could be anywhere in the world, but if you weren’t there with me, I wouldn’t be happy. Not really. That’s why . . .” A jolt of nervous energy rushed through him as he decided the time had finally come.

      Releasing himself from his boyfriend’s embrace, Hayden turned around to face him. “Alexander Collins. I don’t know what is next for me, and I have no idea what my life is going to look like from now on, but I only want it if you are in it.” Hayden reached out his hand, almost as if he was going to present a ring, but grabbed Alexander’s hand instead. “Will you marry me?”

      Alexander’s eyes filled with delight, shock, and excitement. “Yes!” He cupped Hayden’s face and firmly pressed a kiss to his lips before pulling him into a tight embrace. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      Feeling like he was walking on air, Hayden buried his face in the curve of his neck. “I love you, Alex. I love you so much.”

      Alexander planted a kiss on Hayden’s cheek before pulling him even tighter into his arms. “I am sure this is going to be a point of discussion in the near future, but I daresay that I love you even more.”

      

      Although the thought of food made his stomach turn, Hayden pushed himself to prepare a meal for him and Lowell. Part of him was thrilled, still lovestruck after his proposal to Alexander, but he couldn’t shake the immense sadness that clung to him from the ceremony.

      His own plate still untouched, Hayden watched Lowell as he dug into his second serving. He didn’t understand how he could eat right now, let alone this much.

      “You okay?” Lowell asked, his mouth full of food.

      “Yes, no . . . yes.” Hayden looked at his hands, then moved his gaze to Lowell. “No, not at all, but also mostly yes.”

      “Hayden,” Lowell said in between chews. “You’ve been spending too much time with Alexander. I have no idea what he’s saying half the time, either. Please don’t make me guess with you, too.”

      Hayden chuckled, but then he grew serious again. “Actually, I am going to get married.”

      Lowell almost choked on his food. Coughing and spluttering, he quickly took a sip from his glass. It took him a minute to catch his breath, but when he finally did, he gave Hayden a tentative smile. “You’re getting married? To . . . Alexander?”

      “No, to my other boyfriend. Of course to Alexander!”

      “Right.” Lowell looked at him thoughtfully, but then a smile appeared on his face. “That’s amazing news, Hayden!” He opened his arms and pulled him into an embrace. “Congratulations!”

      It was impossible for Hayden to mask his relief. He knew Lowell wanted him to be happy, but it had always been just the two of them. Marrying Alexander would definitely change things.

      “Of course, I can only get married if you agree to be my best man.”

      “Trust me, there is no scenario in which I wouldn’t. Unless I am dead, but even then I would come back as a ghost to fulfill my best-manly duties.”

      Despite the fact that the thought of Lowell being dead sent an uncomfortable shiver down Hayden’s spine, he couldn’t help but smile. “You do know there is no such thing as ghosts, right?”

      “Actually, we still haven’t established that fact yet. We probably never made it to Death Mountain Valley, so for all we know, there’s a chance we simply missed the ghosts.”

      “Then maybe we should go back and find out.”

      Lowell got that nervous look in his eyes he used to get when he’d gone on some silly, half-baked adventure only to find out it was much scarier than he’d anticipated. “Yeah . . . maybe we shouldn’t.”

      Hayden’s communicator beeped, and a text from Alexander appeared on the screen. He was at the congress building discussing the upcoming elections. Just made a major decision. I am pretty sure you’re going to love it. (No, I didn’t decide to adopt a baby pingó, but I will consider it if you insist.) I’ll be at your place in 30.

      And then immediately another text. I love you, Hayden Collins-Navarro.

      And another. Or wait, is it Hayden Navarro-Collins? Hayden Collins? Or simply Hayden Navarro? What do you want?!

      Lowell, who had been reading over Hayden’s shoulder, chuckled at first, then burst into tears.

      “Wow, hey, don’t cry!” Hayden said, surprised. “I’m the emotional one here.”

      “You’re going to get married,” Lowell explained, “and you’ll start a life with Alexander, and I’ll never see you again.”

      Hayden wrapped his arm around Lowell’s shoulders. “Oh, fratellino. You know how much I love you. No matter how far apart we are, I’ll always be there for you.”

      Lowell sniffed loudly but gave him a tight hug. “I know . . . I guess I was just having an insecure moment.” He shrugged. “It happens.” Lowell surprised him when he suddenly leaned forward and reached for Hayden’s plate. “Do you mind if I eat this?”

      Hayden let out a snorting laugh. “Suit yourself.”

      It reassured him to know that even after everything they’d gone through, Lowell was still Lowell.
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      Alexander was relieved to have Hayden by his side when he said goodbye to the Council. It felt oddly melancholic to be in the conference room for the very last time, the place where he and the other Council members had spent endless hours discussing ideas and making plans. This had all been a huge part of his life for many years.

      Alexander was asked to run for ambassador again, but he kindly refused. He still wanted to do good in the world, but he wanted to do it together with Hayden. And since his fiancé had left the OWS, he was no longer part of the Council, so Alexander had decided it was best for the both of them if he left as well. They would find their own way to help others.

      Hayden shook Kira’s hand. “Congratulations on being re-elected.”

      Though there had been quite a few other candidates, the majority of Ailene had voted for Kira. Both Skylar Kaene and Emilee Goran had been re-elected as well, together with six other sitting Council members. To everyone’s surprise, Peshar had pulled out of the Council entirely, as its people had lost faith in the system altogether. Kira and the other Council members had tried to convince them to stay, but in the end they had respected their decision, saying that the country would always be welcome to come back.

      “I do worry that this is the beginning of a divided planet,” Kira shared when they talked about it. “But I guess we’ll have to do our best to show them that the system does work after all.

      “We are going to miss you just as much as we’ll miss Alexander,” Kira then told Hayden. “Earlier today I met the new OWS representative, and he isn’t nearly as good-looking as you are.”

      “Was that a joke?” Hayden grinned. “Was that an actual joke, coming from you?”

      “I can be funny!” Kira smiled, but when she realized her comment had attracted almost everyone’s attention in the room, her expression quickly turned serious again. “But I mean it. I am going to miss you.”

      Hayden looked sad, but Alexander knew that even though he would genuinely miss her, too, he was glad not to be a part of the OWS anymore. “I heard that a lot of changes have been made within the OWS,” Alexander said. “New leaders were appointed, and almost the entire Ailene branch was fired.”

      “I think it was the right call to make,” Kira replied. “Abolishing the entire organization would have been wrong, but just like the Council, it needed some major changes. What are you going to do now?” she then asked Alexander. “I’m sure you are not retiring already.”

      “Definitely not. Hayden and I are thinking about traveling the world, maybe finding some people or charities that could use our help. We’ll definitely return to Ailene often, though, because this guy here can’t live without Lowell.”

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea. Maybe I could join you sometime. After all, we have to know all the countries and their people if we want to help make the right decisions for them.”

      Hayden smiled. “I, for one, am all for this plan.”

      

      Lena stood on a small white stone bridge that spanned over the canal in front of her house. Leaning her arms on the railing, she stared out across the water. The sun was shining down on her face, warming her skin. The peaceful sensation made her feel hopeful for the first time in a while.

      It was very early in the morning, so the streets were still quiet. When her eye fell on a person coming toward the bridge, she waved, knowing it must be Javi. She’d asked him to meet her here.

      “Hello, carida,” he said with a grin when he joined her. He placed his arm right next to hers, nearly touching her skin.

      Lena rolled her eyes. “You must stop calling me that.”

      “Okay, carida. So, tell me, why am I here?”

      Lena clenched her teeth, but after taking a deep breath she regained her composure. “I asked you to meet me because I have a proposition for you.”

      “A proposition? What a fancy word!”

      Ignoring his foolishness, Lena continued. “During the revolt, you proved yourself to be—”

      “Worthy?” Javi interrupted. “Wow, I am so honored to hear you say that.”

      “I did not say anything of the sort.” Lena bit her lip, cursing herself for letting him get to her like that. “I—” She sighed irritably. “My proposal for you is to—”

      “Marry me? Don’t you think that’s a little soon?”

      Lena elbowed him in the side. “Could you please shut your mouth for one second?”

      “Ouch.” Javi’s grin grew wider as he rubbed the spot where she’d hit him. “I’m sorry, carida, but teasing you is just too much fun.”

      “Well, I need you to stop teasing me if you are going to accept my proposition.”

      “Then maybe I should not accept your proposition.”

      Lena sighed in defeat. “Could you please let me explain what it is before you decide that you do not want to do it?”

      Javi shrugged. “Sure.”

      “We both made some questionable decisions . . . no, we made some horrible decisions.” She paused for a second, thinking. “I suppose I am trying to say that we have much to make up for.”

      Javi nodded.

      “We both started out thinking we were making a positive impact on the world. Our intentions were good, but . . .”

      “Our methods sucked.”

      “Well, yes. But that does not mean we must give up. We were fortunate enough not to be put in jail again, even though we fully would have deserved it, because it gives us a chance to do better. I was thinking that perhaps we could work together to fulfill our goals after all. We could start by helping the people of Ailene rebuild their lives, and potentially move on to the Wastelands next. I know you have already helped some people by removing their marks and scars, but we could do so much more. Especially if we worked together.”

      Javi nodded slowly. He appeared hesitant, but the flicker in his eyes told her she’d already convinced him. “Okay, let’s do this. But we’ll be partners, Miss Rich-and-Privileged, so don’t expect me to pour you coffee or anything, because that’s a big no.”

      Lena smiled. “I believe I can live with that.”

      Even after their conversation was over, they kept standing there for a long time, staring out over the water in peaceful silence. They both knew they had a long way to go, and that they would never truly be able to make up for the mistakes they’d made. But they were determined to keep trying, no matter what.

      

      Sitting on a bench in the middle of the Ailene Gardens, Lowell observed the birds as they peacefully ate their breadcrumbs. He’d asked Hayden to meet up with him as soon as he came back from the congress building, but he hadn’t been specific about the location. His eyes shifted to the screen of his communicator, expecting a message from Hayden asking where they should meet, but there was nothing.

      When a shadow fell over him, Lowell looked up and found Hayden standing in front of him, blocking the sunshine from reaching his face. He smiled. Of course Hayden had known where to look for him; he knew him better than anyone.

      “Enjoying the view?” Hayden gestured to the birds and the beautiful garden.

      “Always.” Lowell scooted over a little to make room for his friend. “How was it over at the congress building? Was it dramatic? Were people crying?”

      Hayden chuckled. “No tears were shed, and definitely not by me. You have no idea how glad I am that I don’t have to go back there ever again.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      Together, they watched the birds in silence until Lowell sighed happily. “From now on, I am going to be more like them. Live a simple life, enjoying the little things that make it worthwhile.”

      “Do you want me to feed you breadcrumbs as well?” Hayden asked, grinning.

      Lowell chuckled. “I wouldn’t go that far, but . . . you know, I’d like to slow things down and maybe find a job. Do things normal people do.”

      “So you are really going for a boring, beautiful life? No more adventures?”

      Lowell nodded. “No more adventures.”

      Hayden let out a snorting laugh. “I don’t believe it for one second, Lowell Santi. I give it about a year. By then, you’ll be begging me to take you on one of my trips!”

      “So you really are going to do it? Travel the world with Alex and Suri?”

      Hayden hesitated. “I want to, but I don’t want to leave you behind.”

      “You should do it. I know I said I was afraid I wouldn’t be a part of your life anymore, but I know that will never happen. And I’ll miss you as much as you’ll miss me, but we have many ways to stay in touch.”

      “You could also just come along? We all would love that.”

      “Well . . . who knows? Maybe I will join you at some point. We’re young, after all, and I’m still leaving myself open to the possibilities.”

      The rest of the afternoon, they stayed there on that bench in the middle of the park. Hayden spent his time reading one of his favorite books while Lowell enjoyed taking in all the beauty that surrounded them.

      High up in the sky, the sun shone brightly. One of its rays touched Hayden’s face, lighting his features in the most beautiful way. As Lowell watched his friend, he thought back to how he used to see Hayden. Even though he had always been there, caring for him like a true big brother, there had always been a part of him that seemed dark and scary.

      Yet, when Lowell looked at him now, he could see only one thing.

      Illumination.
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ONE YEAR LATER

        

      

    

    
      Hayden had been nervous for over a week now, and even though everyone kept telling him that the moment he set foot on Illusion Island, the feeling would go away, it hadn’t.

      Sitting on the beach, his bare toes buried deep in the warm sand, Hayden gazed out over the ocean. It was a beautiful day—the sun was shining, and the temperature was perfect. He knew he shouldn’t be sitting here, ruining his suit, when he should have been getting ready for his wedding instead, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

      Sensing a presence, he turned his head and gazed at the other end of the beach. He could barely make out the form of a person, but the posture told him it was Lowell. He was probably coming to get Hayden to take him to the wedding site on the other end of the island. But Hayden dreaded going there.

      It wasn’t because he didn’t want to get married to Alexander, of course. He loved him—that had never been the issue—but everyone had made such a fuss about the occasion.

      All he had wanted was a small wedding where they would be surrounded only by those he and Alexander loved most. It had all been going according to plan, until Alexander’s mother had decided to butt in and change everything. Now, knowing that so many people were going to be here, the wedding felt more like a burden than anything else. If it hadn’t been for Alexander, he probably would already have taken an airfloater back home.

      Hayden took in a deep breath, reminding himself that Alexander was counting on him. He stood up, brushing the sand out of his hair and clothes, and made his way to Lowell. The only thing that truly mattered was that at the end of the day, he would be married to the man he loved. If that meant Hayden had to let himself be overwhelmed by too many people, too many thoughts and feelings, and too much noise for a little while, then so be it.

      

      The moment Lowell spotted Hayden, he quickly ran over to check on him. “Wow, you look like you’ve just conquered a sandstorm,” he said, slightly shocked by his appearance.

      Hayden flashed him a nervous smile. “I think I probably look more like a sandstorm has conquered me.”

      Lowell chuckled. “Let’s fix that, shall we?” He reached out to straighten Hayden’s tie. “I know that you’re anxious for the ceremony, but you are forgetting one important thing about your soon-to-be husband: Alexander is probably the most considerate man on the planet, one who loves you more than anything. I think it’s safe to say that he’d rather get eaten by a beast than let his mother ruin your day.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but after they fixed his appearance he followed Lowell to the other end of the island, emotionally preparing himself for his wedding.

      

      When they got there, Hayden’s heart jumped at seeing all his loved ones gathered in front of the pergola. It was clear Alexander had, in fact, had an effective conversation with his mother; only the people closest to their hearts were present after all.

      Hayden saw Lena and Javi together with Suri and Lowell’s parents, standing there with Kira and her family. Of course, Alexander’s parents were there as well and his sister stood next to him, serving as his best woman.

      When Hayden’s eyes fell on Alexander’s best friend, Jax, a bright smile appeared on his face, and he was equally glad to see Liam there with him. When they’d first met, Hayden had instantly taken a liking to the both of them, and he loved that they were a part of their big day, even if they were primarily here for Alexander.

      By now, Lowell had joined Alexander and his sister. Together they waited eagerly for Hayden . . . just like everyone else.

      Instead of the emotional turmoil he had expected, the air around him was filled with happiness. It made him feel vibrant, alive. As he walked down the aisle made of seashells, his eyes fixed on Alexander, he knew today was going to be perfect.

      Alexander wore a beaming smile as he watched his fiancé coming toward him, and it was met with an even bigger one when Hayden took his place under the small pergola. Hayden’s eyes drifted up and down Alexander’s body until they rested on his shoes. He let out a huge snort when he noticed Alexander was wearing his scuffed white sneakers with his exquisite suit. It was completely inappropriate for a wedding, but Hayden couldn’t help but love it, because it had Alexander written all over it. Besides, he himself was barefoot, so he wasn’t one to judge.

      The wedding officiant opened the ceremony by telling the guests about the extraordinary couple standing in front of him, throwing in a few jokes for good measure. Hayden was glad that Alexander said his vows first, as he had so much to say himself, he wasn’t sure where to begin.

      “Not in a million years would I have ever expected to end up here with you,” Alexander spoke, his eyes glistening. “We have been through so much, and I am positive that whatever life throws at us next, we will be able to face it, because we are in this together.” He reached out and adjusted the red rose on Hayden’s tailored suit jacket so that the flowers they each wore mirrored each other. “People often tell me that life isn’t always rosy, and I guess that’s true. But I know that I will be happy anyway, because you keep showing me that beauty can be found even in the midst of darkness. I promise you, Hayden, that I will do everything in my power to always make you feel as happy and loved as you make me.”

      Hayden knew he should say something, tell Alexander how much he cared about him as well, but he could only stand still, lost for words. “I—I,” Hayden stammered. “I—I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Alexander reassured him. “I don’t need words to know how you feel.”

      “I know, but—” Hayden bit his lower lip. “I had this whole speech prepared, but it was so long that I practically ended up writing a short novel.” He chuckled nervously. “And now I don’t know what to say, except for maybe the three words that should summarize it perfectly.” Hayden reached for Alexander’s hands, pressing into them softly as he held them in his. “I love you.”

      Alexander’s face glowed with love and happiness as he cupped Hayden’s chin and tenderly brushed a tear from his cheek. He slowly leaned in until his lips brushed Hayden’s, but then he quickly pulled back.

      “I think it’s best if we move on quickly, because I sense someone is having a hard time not being able to kiss his groom yet,” the officiant said, chuckling loudly. He turned to Hayden, a bright smile covering his face. “Do you, Hayden Navarro, promise to always cherish Alexander Collins, to honor and support him, under any circumstance, good or bad, and have him as your lawfully wedded life partner, from now until forever?”

      “I do.”

      “And do you, Alexander Collins, promise to always cherish Hayden Navarro, to honor and support him, under any circumstance, good or bad, and have him as your lawfully wedded life partner, from now until forever?”

      “Most definitely!” He pulled Hayden toward him, then glanced at the officiant. “Can I kiss him now?”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Lowell chuckled from his seat. “Maybe, like . . . oh, I don’t know . . . the rings?”

      “Right!” Alexander hastily looked around. “Where is Suri?”

      A loud squeak answered from below, and Alexander and Hayden looked down. Both of their hearts practically melted when they saw the sweet little womkey standing there, her big eyes filled with excitement as she reached out her paws to hand them the rings.

      “I love you, Sur,” Hayden said as he lifted her so she could give one to Alexander. Rubbing his cheek with her own, Suri returned his love and handed him the other ring.

      “Well,” Alexander continued, “let’s pretend our beloved officiant just said all of that again, and you can slip this ring on my finger and say ‘I do’ once again, and then I’ll finally be able to kiss you!”

      Feeling pretty sure that was not how it worked, Hayden chuckled as he slipped the ring on Alexander’s finger. “I love you, Alexander Collins, and I will have you as my beloved pain in the butt until forever. Maybe even longer, if that’s even possible.”

      “Oh, definitely longer. You will never get rid of me, Navarro.”

      When Alexander slid the ring onto his finger and finally kissed him, Hayden realized that he had never been happier.

      Now married to the love of his life and surrounded by everyone he loved and cared about, Hayden knew that no matter what might happen in the future, he would never be without love, and never be alone.

      And having that knowledge . . . felt wonderful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to thank the ones who have been with me on this journey every step of the way:

      Hayden Navarro. I will always be grateful we walked through darkness together.

      Lowell Santi. The little brother I never had.

      Suri Navarro. You represent all the pets I’ve ever loved. Yes, I know, sorry! Not pets, but family.

      Alexander Collins. The silly pingó who always finds ways to brighten my universe.

      Lena Mayfair, for showing me that screwing up doesn’t necessarily mean you’re screwed.

      Javi Mendoza, for showing all of us that it’s never too late to change your ways.

      Kira Jaymes. You taught me to always keep fighting for equality and justice.

      And last but not least, a big thanks to Devarian Rayli, the unsung hero who represents all of us who deserve so much better.

      

      A very special thanks to:

      Developmental Editor: Mackenzie Walton

      Copy Editor & Proofreader: Cleo Miele

      Cover Designer: Lexie Voloshyna

      

      YOU, dear reader, for giving Ailene a chance. I hope you loved reading it as much as I loved writing it!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Annabel den Dekker is an author from the Netherlands. When she’s not writing, she can be found strolling through nature, daydreaming about her favorite characters or conjuring up new stories. She’s also an avid admirer of books, music and TV series, and delights in sharing them with others.

      
        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
Annabel den Dekker





images/00002.jpeg
i
i

g






images/00003.jpeg





