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There wasn’t much time.

Lily had only bought herself a twenty-minute window, meaning she had approximately six minutes left before the opportunity was lost. Either she found a way to hack the electronic lock on her prison-cell door, or she would remain trapped in this godforsaken pit – perhaps for ever.

The problem was, on top of the time she’d wasted simply trying to access the door’s control unit, she couldn’t be sure which circuit would release the lock, and which would secure the door permanently shut. And there was the danger she would electrocute herself before she had a chance to find out, simply by touching the exposed circuitry.

Realising she was sweating – from the nerves as much as from the sweltering heat inside the prison cell – Lily turned her attention back to the control board.

Top circuit or bottom? Which would open the door, and which would seal it? It was fifty-fifty. Lily had a small piece of exposed wire in her hand, which she’d swiped from the prison workshop, and she raised it nervously to the circuit board. Top or bottom? Heads or tails? In her mind she flipped a coin, and watched as it landed …

Tails.

She moved the wire towards the bottom loop on the control board, intending to bridge the metal solder and create a short circuit – but at the last moment she changed her mind and chose the top loop instead, for no other reason than her instinct telling her to do so. She flinched, expecting a shock, but there was nothing more than a light tingle, like pins and needles, spreading from her fingertips into her palm. There was a fizz as the circuit board fried itself, followed by a decisive-sounding click.

The door remained resolutely shut.

Lily cursed. Rather than freeing herself, she was now trapped inside. There would be no escape now. So much for her plan. She hadn’t even got as far as the corridor outside her cell – and this was supposed to be the easy part!

All she could do now was sit and wait for the guards who’d been stationed in the corridor to come back, at which point there would be a full search of the entire cell block. When they found the damage to the control panel in Lily’s cell, there was no telling what they would do to her. Beat her, torture her, kill her? Anything was possible, because this wasn’t an ordinary prison, and the normal rules didn’t apply. Lily had been here less than a fortnight – twelve days, according to the notches she’d marked on her cell wall – but already she’d witnessed first-hand how brutal the prison staff could be.

She swore again, and beat her hand against the door. She shut her eyes, furious with herself – and when she opened them, she saw the door had slid slightly ajar. Casting off her surprise, Lily hooked her fingers around the door and tried to open it further. It was like trying to prise apart the doors on a lift, but at least the lock had been disabled. She’d chosen the right circuit after all! The click she’d heard had obviously been the catch disengaging. It hadn’t occurred to her that, to open the door, she would have to try to move it manually.

Using all her strength, Lily tugged at the door until there was a gap wide enough for her to squeeze through. She poked her head out first, fully expecting to turn and see Warden Bricknell. Either the warden or one of the guards, who as well as truncheons carried electric cattle prods.

But there was no one.

Lily slipped into the corridor and paused just long enough to try to gauge how much time she had until the guards returned. It was a matter of seconds now, surely. Lily could hear the commotion in the recreation area, which was only two corners away. The fire she’d set as a distraction would probably already have been extinguished, though with any luck the smoke would be lingering.

But even as she listened, Lily could hear the guards’ voices getting louder, meaning they were on their way back.

It was time to go.

She darted to her right, away from the sound of the approaching guards. The prison was a maze of metal walkways and stairwells, like the interior of some futuristic industrial complex. Lily had to concentrate hard to recall the sequence of turnings she’d mapped out in her head, as every corner looked the same.

She veered left, right, left again, passing the endless parade of cell doors. The prison was enormous. And it was all completely off-grid, Lily was certain. There was no way her confinement here was legal, nor the way the prisoners were treated. It was some kind of secret prison, run by … a spy agency? Some sinister private company? The government itself?

Lily didn’t know. She couldn’t even be sure where in the country the prison was located, because she’d been drugged before being transported here. Her best guess was that the prison was underground, because in all her time here she was yet to see daylight. And Lily was well aware that if you wanted to hide something in this day and age, beneath the ground was the best place to put it. As a member of the Council at the Haven, she spent much of her life in the secret city below London’s streets – or had, before she’d lost her freedom.

She took another turning – the final one, if she’d counted correctly, before the real challenge would begin – and hurried to the hatch at the furthest end of the walkway. All around her was the same unremitting creaking sound she’d heard since her very first day in the prison, which had continued since then almost without interruption. It seemed to carry within the metal infrastructure, as though the prison were some huge beast that was constantly groaning in pain. It was hardly the worst aspect of life in the prison, but even so it was like some low-level mental torture, making it hard to sleep, or even think.

As Lily reached the hatch, however, the creaking sound was displaced by a piercing electronic screech. The alarm, she realised. Her escape had been discovered.

Now the chase was well and truly on.

Lily had loosened the screws on the hatch ahead of time, meaning it took only a few seconds for her to lift the metal cover free. Yet when she got her first look at the space behind the panel, she saw it was even tighter than she’d feared. Would she even fit inside?

A memory came back to her, of the narrow tunnel she’d been forced to crawl through to escape the dungeons below Forest Mount – the Gothic manor house turned boarding school that had since become the Haven’s home. At least the shaft she faced now was made of metal, meaning there was no danger the tunnel would collapse in on itself. On the other hand, last time she’d only been required to wriggle forwards. Now she also had to climb.

She squashed inside. The metal ventilation tube was even hotter than her cell, and the sound of the alarm rebounded mercilessly off the gleaming aluminium. And there wasn’t enough space for her to reach down to replace the panel behind her, meaning the guards would easily be able to tell which way she’d gone.

But it was too late to back out now. Lily pressed her shoulders against one side of the shaft, her hands and feet against the other, and began to inch upwards as quickly as she could. The going was painfully slow. Peering up into the darkness, she couldn’t even be sure how far she had to climb. The prison seemed to be laid out over just two floors, and Lily couldn’t imagine the lowest part of the complex would be more than fifty or sixty metres underground.

Even so, fifty-odd metres was a hell of a long way when you were crammed inside a metal tube, and no short distance were Lily to fall. Her hands were wet with perspiration, and the soles of her prison-issue shoes kept slipping. All it would take would be a momentary lapse of concentration, and she would plunge back where she’d come from, as though she were careering down a water flume – with no splash landing to soften her fall.

As Lily glanced below her, she was blinded by a beam of light.

‘Here! She’s in here!’

A guard had obviously spotted the displaced panel, and was shining his torch up the ventilation shaft.

‘Well, pull her out!’ came a voice from back in the corridor, and unless Lily was imagining things, she was certain it belonged to Warden Bricknell. The woman had a shrill, weaselly voice, as grating in its way as the alarm.

‘I can’t, she …’ The guard was trying to reach Lily’s ankles. ‘She’s too high up. And I can’t fit inside!’

‘Out of my way,’ snapped the warden. The torch beam vanished, and the abrupt return to darkness was as blinding as the onslaught of light had been. Lily didn’t stop climbing, though. She estimated she was twenty metres up now, meaning there was no way the guards would be able to seize her from below. But she still had to reach the top of the shaft before the warden could arrange for another team of guards to be there to greet her. She peered up, straining her eyes, and caught a glimpse of the top of the duct. She was nearly there. At most she had another ten metres to go.

Suddenly the torch beam reappeared, and Lily caught a flash of Warden Bricknell peering up at her.

‘Your cattle prod,’ the warden growled, to someone behind her. ‘Give it to me!’

Lily hesitated in confusion. She’d felt the sting of one of those cattle prods several times before, and she had no desire to be shocked again. But what use was a metre-long cattle prod when Lily was already so far out of—

The realisation struck Lily like a fist into her stomach. The shaft. The aluminium ventilation shaft. Bricknell intended to electrify the entire thing. One short blast of the cattle prod against the wall of the tunnel down below, and the current would be conducted instantaneously through the metal and into Lily’s body. Maybe the shock wouldn’t kill her, but the resulting fall certainly would.

She doubled her speed, abandoning all caution. There were still another four or five metres to go to the top of the shaft. It was too far, surely. There was no way Lily would reach safety in time. She tried to move even faster, but her feet slipped and she slid, losing half a metre at least before she caught herself. Her heart thudding, she cursed her clumsiness, and tried desperately to regain the ground she’d lost.

There was a crackle, and Lily saw the warden once again gazing up, her face illuminated this time by the sparks at the business end of the cattle prod she’d been given by one of the guards. She touched the tip of the cattle prod against the metal, and pressed the trigger.

Desperately Lily looked up. Just above her now was a metal grille, marking the top of the duct. She couldn’t tell whether it was in contact with the shaft itself, but it was the only option left open to her.

She leapt, propelling herself upwards by pushing at the side of the tunnel with her rubber soles. She felt the fizz of electricity in her fingertips, and realised she’d let go just in time. Her fingers hooked on to the grille, and for an instant Lily was certain she would be electrocuted anyway. But the grille must have been insulated from the duct itself, because the only pain Lily felt was from the wire lattice digging into the flesh of her fingers.

From below her, there was a roar of frustration, and a clatter as the warden tossed the cattle prod aside.

Lily clung on, grateful now for the fitness regime her friend Song had devised for all the members of the Haven’s Council: a daily regimen of press-ups, ab crunches, and pull-ups – as many as you could do until you dropped. At first, Lily had barely been able to manage a single pull-up, but over the course of the past two months, she’d managed a personal best of fifteen. Which was all very well, but she’d never had to do one using only her fingertips – when the slightest slip would lead to her certain death.

Reminding herself to breathe, she heaved, raising herself enough that she could swing her heels on to the opening of the air duct where it kinked below the mesh, and carried on its course parallel to the floor below. The duct was bigger here, and when her legs were tucked safely inside, she had space enough to manoeuvre herself so that she was facing forwards.

She crawled, and a few metres on found herself facing another grille. She spun around again, kicking at the grille with her heels, and soon enough it was clattering to the floor. Lily slid gracelessly after it, landing in a bundle and bruising her back. But she didn’t care. The room she’d tumbled into was one she’d never seen before, but through the windows on the wall opposite was the unmistakeable glow of daylight.

She’d made it!

With a glance to her left and right to ensure there was nobody waiting to seize hold of her, Lily found her feet and hurried forwards. The door beside the windows was locked, but she could tell from the draught of fresh air from beneath it that it would lead her directly outside. And after that? The reality was, Lily didn’t know. She might emerge into the middle of a city, or somewhere on some distant moor. Her only priority had been to escape the depths of the prison. After that, she planned to do what Haven kids did best: she would improvise.

Lily took a step back and planted her feet. She wasn’t as good at karate as Song was – no one Lily had ever met was a match for Song – but she had more than a few techniques in her arsenal. The most powerful was ushiro geri, a spinning back-kick, and after lining up her front foot with the keyhole, Lily whipped her hips around and slammed her heel into the door. There was a crack, and when Lily finished her rotation, she saw the wood panel around the lock was split in two. Now all she had to do was drive at the same place with her shoulder and she would be free. If only her cell door had been so easy to deal with.

The door had even less fight left in it than Lily had expected. It toppled like a domino, and Lily was rewarded by a terrific gust of fresh air, so powerful it almost blew her from her feet. She closed her eyes for an instant, drinking it in, unable to stop herself smiling. Then she was moving again. There was a wall directly in front of her, and she turned, ready to deal with any guards in the same way she’d dealt with that door. But there was no one, just another wall … and that was her first indication that something was wrong. Why was nobody trying to stop her? And that smell. What was that smell? So familiar and yet so unexpected. It was as though … as though …

Lily felt her pace slow. She sensed the smile slip from her face. Keeping her guard up, she turned another corner, and when she saw what lay in front of her, she stopped in her tracks.

‘No,’ she muttered. ‘No, no, no!’

Her hands fell uselessly to her sides. And then the tears came. She couldn’t stop them. It was all she could do to stand there weeping, as a shadow fell on her from the side and behind her came the unmistakeable sound of laughter.


TWO WEEKS EARLIER
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Ollie Turner swiped a shoe through the fallen leaves. The ground was a carpet of red and gold, the late autumn chill offset by the warmth of the sun that was filtering through the branches overhead.

It was the first time Ollie had ventured into the wood on the hill below Forest Mount and not immediately wished he was elsewhere. The last time he’d come this far in, he’d witnessed a man being murdered, before Ollie himself had been chased by a rabid beast over the edge of a cliff.

How different, in the sunlight, the wood felt today. In fact, it was almost idyllic: a tranquil retreat from the city, which sprawled all around them at the base of the hill. It was as though Forest Mount was an island, and London was the churning sea.

‘This is perfect,’ said a voice beside him. ‘Just perfect. Oh, Ollie, thank you. Thank you so very much.’

His companion’s arm was threaded through his. Aunt Fay couldn’t see what Ollie could – the autumn colours and the dappled sunlight – but he knew that, even though she was blind, she was experiencing everything just as vividly: the sound of the birds in the trees, the scrunch of the leaves underfoot, the smell of the undergrowth and the air. The wood wasn’t the garden Ollie had promised himself he would find for Aunt Fay, after her rooftop retreat in the original Haven had been destroyed, but from her reaction, it seemed she couldn’t have been any more delighted. Not that Ollie could really claim credit.

‘You were the one who found this place for us, Aunt Fay, remember? All I’m doing is acting as a guide.’

He veered to his left to avoid a low-hanging branch, gently tugging Aunt Fay with him.

‘Tsh,’ said Aunt Fay scoldingly. ‘I did nothing more than ask for the help of a friend. It was thanks to you that Forest Mount became our home. And you’ve been counselled before about undervaluing your achievements, Ollie Turner. About the importance of allowing yourself to feel proud.’

He had indeed, by the prime minister of Great Britain herself. Ollie smiled at Aunt Fay’s gentle rebuke, not daring to argue. Instead he thought back to how he and his friends had saved the PM’s life, in the building that stood not two hundred metres behind him and Aunt Fay now.

‘Will you be able to grow things in the wood?’ Ollie asked. ‘The way you did in the old Haven? I’m sorry it wouldn’t be safe to plant vegetables and things out in the open.’

Aunt Fay dismissed his concerns with a wave of her hand. ‘We’ll absolutely be able to grow things,’ she said. ‘And the canopy will provide the perfect camouflage, protecting us from outside eyes.’ She paused, and shook her head in silent wonder. ‘Did you know, Ollie, there are such things nowadays as robots that fly in the sky? Jacqueline told me all about them. Apparently they have cameras that can track your every move!’

Ollie knew Jacqueline as Jack, the Haven’s technical wiz. Like Ollie, Jack was on the Haven’s Council – a slightly expanded version of the old investigations team, which ensured the Haven ran smoothly, and made all its difficult decisions. And by flying robots, Ollie presumed Aunt Fay meant drones. Aunt Fay was an old woman now, and for decades had been content living a simple life inside the Haven’s walls, meaning she was somewhat out of touch with modern technical developments. Which, Ollie had come to realise, was exactly the way she liked it.

‘Well,’ said Ollie, smiling again, ‘hopefully they won’t bother us here. If your friend in the government has done all he said he would, everyone will assume Forest Mount has been condemned.’

‘Monty is a good man,’ said Aunt Fay. ‘We can trust him to be true to his word.’

Ollie had to admit that so far everything had worked out exactly as Montgomery Ross – the prime minister’s special assistant and an ex-Haven member himself – had promised it would. Forest Mount had been decontaminated following the release of a toxic nerve agent, and after that it had been boarded up, and the single pair of access gates sealed – allowing the Haven kids to move in through the tunnels below the hill completely undetected. Two and half months had passed since then, and there had been no sign of trouble, or even of outside interest – from drones or anything else.

The Haven’s secret, it seemed, was safe.

Nevertheless, none of the Council members had dropped their guard. The Haven had enemies everywhere, from London’s street gangs, to the police, to the British government. Even the prime minister herself would probably have ordered the Haven shut down if she’d known it existed.

And more worrying, as far as Ollie was concerned, was that the prime minister’s position as the country’s leader was growing more precarious by the day. Since ‘Mad’ Maddy Sikes had been allowed to escape with a notebook full of the cherished secrets of some of the most powerful people in the country, the government had been at war with itself. Sikes was using the home secretary, Sir Sebastian Crowe – father of Colton Crowe, the boy who’d died attempting to assassinate the prime minister – to undermine the PM at every turn. Sikes’s endgame was obvious: she wanted Crowe to take over as PM, while she stood in the shadows pulling his strings.

‘Ollie? What’s the matter? You seem uneasy.’

They’d stopped walking. Ollie hadn’t even noticed.

Nothing’s the matter, he was about to say, because he didn’t want to ruin Aunt Fay’s enjoyment of their stroll in the woodland. But he knew Aunt Fay wouldn’t be so easily deterred. She may have been blind, but she saw everything.

‘I keep thinking about Sikes and that notebook,’ Ollie admitted. ‘It feels like … like a ticking time bomb. I mean, there’s the worry about what will happen to the Haven if the prime minister and Montgomery Ross lose their jobs. More importantly, though, I keep wondering what it would mean for the entire country if Sikes were to somehow seize power. She’s a monster, Aunt Fay. All she cares about is being in control, never mind who’s standing in her way.’

Aunt Fay pursed her lips. She nodded gently.

‘And the quiet …’ Ollie went on, glancing at the peaceful scene around him. ‘I know I should be grateful, and I am, truly – but I can’t help thinking something’s about to happen. Something … bad.’ He looked up. The sky above them may have been clear, but he had no doubt there were storm clouds on the horizon.

Aunt Fay sighed, and folded Ollie’s hand in hers.

‘I share your concerns, Ollie. Of course I do.’ She turned her unseeing eyes towards the sky, as though she were as wary as Ollie that the sunlight would soon be replaced by shadow. ‘Do you know what this time reminds me of? The Phoney War. At the start of World War Two.’

Ollie frowned. He knew quite a lot about the Second World War, he thought – not least that it was during the Blitz that the Haven was first established, by Aunt Fay and a group of her friends. But he’d never heard of a war that had preceded it.

‘What’s the … “Phoney war”?’ he asked Aunt Fay.

‘There was a period after war was declared in 1939 when, for several months, nothing actually happened,’ Aunt Fay explained.

‘You mean there was no fighting? No battles?’

‘That’s exactly what I mean.’

‘How long did it last?’

‘For months on end. It was a very strange time, I can tell you. We lived in fear, but hope as well – that maybe the worst could be avoided.’

‘But it wasn’t,’ said Ollie. ‘Was it?’

Aunt Fay looked down. Her features clouded. ‘No,’ she said. ‘After battle finally commenced, we entered what was perhaps the darkest period in humanity’s history.’ She squeezed Ollie’s fingers. ‘But my point, Ollie, is that there are always challenges ahead. The important thing is to be ready. And, just as crucial, to enjoy the happy times while they last.’

Ollie nodded, knowing that Aunt Fay was right. And he knew that the Haven was better prepared than it had been in months, certainly since he’d joined at the start of the summer. They had a proper home now, for one thing. Despite its unsavoury history and somewhat sinister appearance, Forest Mount was a considerable improvement on the abandoned London Underground station that had been the Haven’s home since the old library had burned down.

Plus, of all the buildings in London, Forest Mount was one of the most easily defended. Partly this was due to its position high on a hill, with a cliff edge at the hillside’s back, and thick woodland skirting it to the front. Mainly, though, Ollie and the others had Jack to thank. She’d worked tirelessly since they’d moved in to overhaul and upgrade the surveillance systems in the tunnels that provided access, and to modify Forest Mount’s defences. If someone – anyone – tried to bother Ollie and his friends here, the Haven would be more than ready.

‘Oh,’ said Aunt Fay, suddenly brightening. ‘I almost forgot …’ She reached into the pocket of her woollen overcoat. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Happy birthday, Ollie.’

Ollie blinked in surprise. Aunt Fay was holding out a small package, neatly wrapped in brown paper and tied with a purple ribbon. The reality was, Ollie had quite forgotten it was his fourteenth birthday today. He and Aunt Fay had ventured out on their walk while most of the Haven kids were eating breakfast, meaning he was yet to see any of his closest friends. Really, it was the first peaceful hour he’d spent awake in weeks, to the extent he’d completely lost track of dates.

‘You’ve given me my present,’ said Aunt Fay, gesturing to the woodland around them. ‘Now it’s my turn to give you yours.’

Ollie smiled, touched. ‘What is it?’ he said, accepting the package gratefully.

‘Why don’t you open it and find out?’

Ollie carefully unfastened the paper. Whatever it was, it seemed to be made of wood. Ollie removed the last of the wrapping and turned Aunt Fay’s gift over – and when he did, he felt his breath catch in his throat. ‘Where … where did you get this?’

‘One of the younger children made the frame. It’s oak, taken from some of the wood we salvaged from the staircase in the old Haven. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I can tell from its feel. It reminds me of trailing my hand along that enormous curved banister.’

Ollie ran his fingertips around the photo frame, tracing the contours of the wood, and for an instant he, too, was transported back to the old library – he could almost smell the books. He studied the frame and noticed that in one corner, a small ‘H’ surrounded by a triangle had been inscribed: the Haven’s symbol and secret emblem.

‘As for the photo,’ Aunt Fay went on, ‘once again we have Jacqueline to thank. I asked her whether there might be some way we could find you a memento of the people you’d lost, and she wasted no time in setting to work. She said something about … social mediums, I think it was?’

‘Social media,’ Ollie corrected, smiling again, his eyes glued to the photograph of his parents. And it wasn’t just of them. Nancy, Ollie’s guardian, was in the photo, too, as well as Ollie himself. He was sitting on his father’s shoulders, so he can’t have been more than four or five years old. And unless Ollie’s mind was playing tricks on him, he was sure he remembered the day first-hand – this very scene, in fact. His mother and father and their best friend, Nancy, were standing on the bank of the River Thames, the water glistening in the summer sun directly behind them. They’d been on a boat ride, and had been on their way to buy ice cream.

‘Thank you, Aunt Fay,’ Ollie said, meaning it from the bottom of his heart. He knew he would never forget the faces of his parents, or of Nancy – all of whom had been murdered by Maddy Sikes – but even so, his memories were all he had. Since the day he’d been snatched from his bed in the middle of the night, and inducted into the Haven’s secret mission – to help kids in trouble, whoever they might be – he’d been forced to accept that everything he’d ever owned was lost to him for ever. The framed photograph Aunt Fay had given him represented the one and only physical reminder in Ollie’s possession of his old life. ‘Really,’ he said again, ‘thank you.’

Aunt Fay’s smile was as bright as the sunshine she was standing in.

They walked on, savouring the early morning peace. There was the faintest sound in the distance of London’s streets coming to life, but for that short while the real world seemed light years away – and all of Ollie’s worries, as well.

 

Eventually they returned to the school. Forest Mount had been a manor house originally, before it had been turned into a private boarding school – one of the most exclusive in the country. Even so, it was as a school that Ollie and the others had first known it, and it was how they continued to refer to the main building. It seemed fitting: after all, the Haven was partly a school as well, and even though it was his birthday, Ollie had lessons to attend, as well as a class to teach.

‘Happy birthday, Ollie!’

As he and Aunt Fay walked the building’s corridors, the children they passed called out their greetings. Everyone had a smile on their face, and most seemed to know it was Ollie’s birthday. He flushed at the attention, shyly thanking the well-wishers he passed.

‘Such a wonderful atmosphere,’ said Aunt Fay, gleeful at the jovial mood. Maybe the sense of occasion helped, but really it had been like this at Forest Mount since the day they’d moved in. People were just so pleased to be here. They’d never seen Forest Mount as Ollie and some of his friends had: as a place of fear and intimidation, where most of the pupils had walked around with their heads low and their eyes on the ground, desperate to avoid the prefects’ attentions. As in the woods, and not for the first time, Ollie was struck by the contrast.

‘And talking of things growing,’ Aunt Fay said, referring to their earlier conversation, ‘I hear certain affections have been blooming lately, too.’ She turned to Ollie as they walked, a girlish glint in her expression.

‘What do you mean?’ said Ollie, his flush deepening.

‘I mean love, Ollie Turner,’ said Aunt Fay, unabashed, and something inside Ollie gave an uncomfortable wriggle. ‘Some of the children have been gossiping in my presence. They seem to forget that, although I can’t see, there is nothing wrong with my ears. And I hear relationships have been sprouting up all over the place. I believe Imani has a girlfriend now, as does Soloman. And even young Lily seems to have found a suitor.’

What Aunt Fay had said was true. Imani was dating a girl who’d once been her sworn enemy, from back when they’d belonged to rival gangs. Sol, Ollie’s best friend, was going out with Keya, another one of Ollie’s closest friends. As for Lily, Ollie had heard that she had started seeing Casper Sloane, a sixteen-year-old boy who ran the Haven’s kitchen and food stores, and who’d recently been nominated to the Council. Not that it was any of Ollie’s business. Why should he care who Lily chose to go out with?

‘Will you come to the Council meeting?’ Ollie asked Aunt Fay, changing the subject. ‘I know everyone would love for you to be there.’

‘Perhaps I will stop in and say hello,’ said Aunt Fay. If she’d noticed the way Ollie had shifted the conversation, she made no comment. ‘But I will make myself scarce before you settle down to business.’

Ollie wasn’t surprised by Aunt Fay’s answer. As the only adult at the Haven, she was conscious not to interfere in the way it was run, believing it was kids themselves who were best placed to judge other children’s needs, and who should be trusted to make their own decisions. Still, Ollie was glad Aunt Fay would come along for the beginning of the meeting, which was due to start in the control room shortly. She was so determined to avoid becoming a nuisance, she was something of an elusive figure at the Haven, and nobody got to see her as much as they would have liked – Ollie included.

With Ollie still acting as a guide, they turned off the main corridor, and took a curving, stone-flagged passageway that would lead them to the East Wing. Forest Mount was something of a warren, but by now Ollie knew his way around intimately.

The control room was the old headmaster’s office: a huge, extravagantly decorated room, with a large bay window overlooking the school’s central courtyard, and a fireplace big enough to stand in. There was none of the fusty, gentlemen’s club feeling that had marked out the room when Professor Strain had occupied it, however. Instead of leather-bound books on obscure Russian history, and gilt-framed photographs and certificates, the room was packed with computers, printed maps – some of which had been pinned haphazardly to the wall – and handwritten flow charts. It was a vast improvement, as far as Ollie was concerned. Strain’s former office had become the new Haven’s nerve centre, as ramshackle and functional as the control room had been in the old library.

When Ollie and Aunt Fay entered, Ollie was surprised to see the seats around the central table were all empty. He was a minute or two late, and he’d expected the meeting to already have begun.

He turned to his right, and saw everyone was present nonetheless: Jack and Lily and Flea; Sol, Keya and Imani; as well as Erik, Song, Casper Sloane and Errol, Jack’s brother, who’d been elected to the Council to represent the Haven’s younger members. But instead of debating the various items on the Council’s agenda, they were gazing in silence at the wall-mounted television Jack had installed above the fireplace.

‘Guys? What’s going on?’

As one, the Council members turned, their eyes locking on to Ollie. No one said ‘happy birthday’ or anything else. Instead, their faces were white, and every single one of Ollie’s friends seemed lost for words.

Soon enough Ollie realised why. He looked at the television himself – at the images that were playing out on the BBC’s news channel, and the headlines that were scrolling along the bottom of the screen.

‘Ollie?’ said Aunt Fay. ‘What’s the matter, Ollie? What’s happened?’ From her expression, she’d clearly become attuned to the sudden shift in atmosphere, and the fear that permeated the room.

Ollie took her hand. ‘It’s over, Aunt Fay. The Phoney War.’ He looked at the television again, and squeezed Aunt Fay’s hand tightly. ‘The real battle is about to begin.’
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The debate around the Council table was as heated as Ollie had ever seen it. His friends sounded angry, but more than anything, Ollie knew, they were afraid. And he didn’t blame them. From feeling relatively secure in their new home a few moments ago, it was as though they were suddenly under siege.

On the television screen above the fireplace, the news programme was reporting on the speech Sebastian Crowe had just made to parliament, with the scrolling tickertape at the bottom of the screen echoing sound bites of the policy the home secretary had announced.

‘Crackdown declared,’ ran the headline. ‘Armed police to take to the streets to root out “undesirables” and “terrorist elements”.’ It was hard for Ollie to hear over his friends’ furious voices, but he could just about follow Crowe’s words as the BBC showed clips of the home secretary’s speech on repeat.

‘… country is under threat from terrorist organisations such as the one that was responsible for the brainwashing and radicalisation of my only son,’ Crowe was saying. Here he paused, and the camera drew tight as the home secretary pretended to wipe away a tear. It was all an act, of course. Ollie knew full well how much Sebastian Crowe had loathed and neglected his son, Colton, which was why in the end Ollie had felt some sympathy for the boy, despite everything he’d done.

‘The whole world was able to witness for itself the horrific consequences of this country’s previous policy of inaction,’ Crowe went on. ‘Of its excessive tolerance.’

At the Haven, tolerance was a guiding principle, but Crowe somehow managed to twist the word into something evil-sounding – a concept to be ashamed of.

‘It was only through immense good fortune that the prime minister’s life was spared during the cowardly attack last September, but that doesn’t change the fact we have allowed terrorists to infiltrate our society,’ Crowe said. ‘They have already forced the postponement of the general election, directly threatening the democratic process. More than that, they have gained such a footing that they are able to prey on society’s most vulnerable, to poison their minds, and then hide in the shadows as they allow their poison to take effect. Exactly as they did with my poor, innocent son.’

There was another pause, another fake tear.

‘But it ends here,’ Crowe declared, and his expression switched from sorrowful to angry – this time, Ollie could tell, the emotion was real. Probably he was furious at Colton Crowe for having put him in such a compromised position – in any other circumstances, his son’s actions would no doubt have ended his career – but the home secretary was using that anger, and the situation, to his political advantage, twisting the truth so that both he and his son appeared as victims.

‘As of today,’ Crowe went on, getting to the meat of his new policy, ‘and in the interests of protecting the freedom-loving citizens of this country, any organisation of ten or more people that fails to register and gain authorisation for its activities from a newly formed government committee will be declared illegal. Further, if such organisations choose to continue their operations rather than comply with the law, they will be declared enemies of the state, and will face the appropriate repercussions.’

Ollie braced himself, knowing already what was coming next.

‘This applies to any group or association irrespective of the age of its members – and most particularly to the shadowy group of fanatics known as the Haven.’

Crowe paused for effect, and Ollie noticed that the room had gone quiet, as his friends also tuned in to the repeat of the home secretary’s speech.

Crowe said, ‘The Haven is a secret organisation of radicals whose existence has only recently become known to the authorities. The organisation tricks the young and vulnerable into swearing allegiance in return for food and shelter, and the promise of a better life. But it is all a sham. Rather than being cared for, Haven recruits are forcibly coerced, and exposed to the vilest propaganda. This despicable organisation uses children to do its dirty work. Indeed, I have seen direct and irrefutable evidence,’ the home secretary went on, ‘that the Haven is at the centre of the assault on our democracy. It was the Haven that was responsible for the brainwashing of my son, and the attempt on the prime minister’s life.’

There were mutters of outrage around the table, but Crowe’s poisonous rant continued.

‘I will therefore make it my personal mission in my role as home secretary,’ he said, and here he turned to face the television camera, so that he appeared to be speaking to Ollie directly, ‘to ensure that these Haven terrorists are hunted down and brought to justice, however old they may be. Moreover, anyone aiding or abetting the Haven and its associates will be deemed guilty of conspiring to commit treason against the state. This country is under attack, my honourable friends,’ Crowe thundered, addressing his fellow members of parliament, ‘and it is time we finally struck back!’

At that moment, the picture on the TV froze, and the news report cut back to the presenter in the studio. Sebastian Crowe’s vengeful face – his dark eyebrows arrowed in fury, his black hair sticking out from his skull in angry tufts – was captured and framed in the top corner of the screen. He looked like a craggier, meaner version of Colton Crowe.

Below the image, the newscaster was delving into the details of the home secretary’s draconian new policy: the so-called ‘Emergency Action Plan’. Henceforth across the United Kingdom, the police would be authorised to carry firearms, with fewer restrictions on using them. Their stop and search powers would be expanded, meaning anyone could be detained in the street, without the police having to justify it. Immigration rules were to be tightened, with an immediate suspension of asylum applications, and anyone without a right to remain in the country, or without a permanent address, would be subject to arrest. Further, a curfew was to be put in place in the UK’s towns and cities for under-eighteens, in response to what the government was calling the ‘weaponisation’ of the country’s disaffected youth. No children would be allowed on the streets after 9 p.m., and no groups of four kids or more would be permitted to gather, even in daylight hours, unless a supervising adult was present.

‘It’ll be like living in a police state,’ came a voice at Ollie’s side. Ollie turned, and saw that his best friend, Sol, was watching the television screen as intently as Ollie, while the rest of the Council returned to its heated discussion.

On screen, the BBC was now showing footage of MPs in the House of Commons cheering the home secretary’s speech. On the opposition benches, support appeared to be more muted. Some MPs sat there with stony faces and arms folded across their chests. Indeed, several looked as distraught as Ollie felt, and just as powerless to intervene. Conspicuous by her absence was the prime minister herself, making it clear what she thought of this new policy. On the other hand, it was clear too that she no longer had the power to stop it, meaning she had become as weak in her position as Ollie had feared.

Ollie turned from the screen, and instead tuned in to what his friends were saying. They were talking over each other, holding several conflicting conversations at once, so that Ollie only heard snatches of what was being said.

‘… seriously blaming us for the assassination attempt on the prime minister?’ Erik was asking, as Song threw her hands in the air. ‘We saved the PM! If anyone should be branded a terrorist, it’s …’

‘… a crackpot – as deranged as his son,’ another voice interrupted. Lily’s maybe? ‘He’s the one who needs locking up, not …’

‘… like to see him try to hunt me down,’ came Flea’s voice. ‘It would take more than a few cops carrying guns to …’

Ollie closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘It’s Sikes,’ he muttered. ‘It’s all Sikes.’

‘What was that, Ollie?’

Jack was seated in her wheelchair to Ollie’s left, and when Ollie opened his eyes at the sound of her voice, he saw her frowning at him concernedly. Sol was looking on from Ollie’s right. Ollie was about to repeat himself, but the din in the room was so loud that he only got as far as opening his mouth before he shut it again and shook his head.

Sol banged his fist on the table. ‘Order!’ he yelled. ‘Order!’

There was an abrupt silence, and everyone in the room turned Sol’s way – including Ollie. Sol smiled at him and shrugged. ‘It worked for the Speaker in the House of Commons,’ he said, nodding towards the television screen. ‘I thought I’d give it a go here.’ Gently he nudged his elbow into Ollie’s bicep. ‘The floor’s all yours, mate. You wanted to say something?’

Ollie looked around, and saw everyone was now looking at him: Jack, Sol, Lily, Flea, Song, Erik, Keya, Imani, Casper and Errol. The Council members were seated around Professor Strain’s old desk, which was easily big enough to accommodate them all. There were a dozen mismatched chairs spaced around it, with Strain’s huge old leather desk chair at its head. Generally Ollie tried to avoid that particular chair in Council meetings if he could, even though he was technically the chairperson, but today he found himself sitting in it, staring down the length of the table.

He cleared his throat. ‘I said … I said, it’s all Sikes,’ he told his friends. ‘Sebastian Crowe is just her puppet, as are half of those MPs who were cheering him on. Sikes is the one who told the authorities about the Haven – her version of what the Haven is, anyway – and she’s the one who’s instructed Crowe to hunt us down. She’s behind this, and she won’t stop until the Haven has been destroyed.’

There was silence around the table as the others digested what he’d said. They all would have known that Ollie was right, just as they knew that Sikes was a far more dangerous opponent than Sebastian Crowe would ever be. The Haven had defeated Sikes twice already, and still she seemed to be winning.

Ollie felt a flutter of despair, mirroring his friends’ reactions, but then there was a touch on his arm, and he turned to see Aunt Fay standing at his shoulder. He felt a surge of warmth, and with it renewed confidence and determination.
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