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      England is in the grip of recession and extremist groups are on the rise. After a bomb last year devastated both their families, Charlie and Nat were recruited into

      the secret English Freedom Army (EFA) as part of an active cell designed to take a stand against terrorism.


    


  




  

    

      Since then they have learned that the EFA is a terrorist organisation itself. Secretly led by the charismatic politician, Roman Riley, the EFA’s real aim is to

      commit acts of violence and blame others for causing them, thus encouraging the general public to believe the current government is not in control – and to turn to Riley’s Future

      Party for a political solution to the chaos.


    


  




  

    

      Riley – through cell leader, Taylor – has recently conned Nat and Charlie into taking part in kidnapping and terrorism and they are now on the run from

      both the EFA and the police.
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  Part one




  Excommunication




  n. rejection by means of act of banishing or denouncing someone




  





  Nat




  I held up my hand to show Charlie she needed to wait. She gave me a swift nod. I moved, silently, across the grass. The safe house we were heading for was a flat in an

  abandoned building set apart from the rest of the road.




  I crossed the wasteland, feeling exposed. It was early evening on a warm spring day and still light. Anyone looking out of the concrete apartment block would have seen me, but as far as I could

  make out no one was looking. I reached the cover of a single tree and ducked behind it. I glanced over at where Charlie was waiting a few metres away, on the opposite side of the wasteland.

  She was dressed, like I was, in jeans and a T-shirt. We’d left our large, bulky packs behind a nearby rubbish bin and probably looked like a couple of teenagers on their way to some meet-up

  with their mates.




  Nothing could be further from the truth.




  Charlie met my gaze. Even at this distance I could see the focus and intensity in her dark, slanting eyes. She had cropped her long, curly hair close to her skull, hoping to be less recognisable

  on the run. It wasn’t the prettiest of styles but it made Charlie’s face more beautiful than ever.




  At least I thought so.




  There was nothing now between me, still hiding behind my tree, and the building over the road. I glanced up and down. Nobody was about. It was time to make our move. I pointed at the

  ground-floor flat and Charlie gave another nod. She was ready. I ran, reaching the house in three long strides, and ducked down beside the wall. Charlie crouched low on the other side of the front

  door. She signalled she was going to take a look inside. I nodded, then inched my way to the edge of my own window, ready to risk peering in.




  This was the third safe house we’d attempted to access – both the others had been empty. It was also the last on our list. If we didn’t find people from the resistance inside,

  I had no idea what we would do.




  I crawled into position, steadying myself ready to stand up and look in through the window. I was about to move, when Charlie let out a muffled squeak. As I spun around, a hand grabbed my arm. I

  opened my mouth to yell, but a cloth bag was shoved over my head, then pressed tight over my lips. I gasped for breath, trying to pull my arm free, lashing out at whoever was holding me.




  A second later my legs were kicked from under me. I fell to the concrete, yelping with pain.




  ‘Charlie?’ I gasped. Fear consumed me. Over the past few weeks our focus had been on survival, not feelings. But mine were still as strong as ever.




  ‘I’m here.’ Charlie sounded strong. I straightened up. I couldn’t tell if she was able to see me or not but, if she was, I didn’t want her last memory of me to be

  me cowering like a baby.




  ‘Keep still and shut up,’ a voice ordered.




  The point of a knife pierced through my T-shirt, a sharp pain against my ribs.




  





  Charlie




  I tried to punch and kick, but the hands holding me down were too strong. Fury boiled up inside me, I yelled but the cloth bag over my head was pressed tight against my mouth

  and all that came out was a muffled squeak.




  ‘Calm down,’ snarled a male voice.




  Where was Nat? Was he okay? How could this have happened? Nat and I were always so careful – after a month on the run we had learned how to slip in and out of the derelict houses where we

  took shelter without drawing attention to ourselves. And yet we’d been captured approaching this safe house as if we were a couple of idiots with no combat or stealth training whatsoever.




  Nat shouted out, a single pain-filled cry. Then silence.




  Was he alright? The idea that he might be hurt – or worse – sent ice through my blood. Still pressing the cloth bag against my mouth, the man holding me propelled me inside the

  house. Our footsteps pattered across the tiled floor. I couldn’t hear anyone else. Where was Nat?




  Through another door. The air was cooler here. I was shoved into a chair. I tried to get up, but rough hands pushed me down.




  ‘Stay still or I’ll cut you,’ the man hissed.




  I froze. A second later my hands were forced together in my lap and bound with tape. I kept very still, trying to conserve my energy and listening hard for signs that Nat was nearby. I could

  hear nothing. I forced myself to focus. I needed to channel all my efforts into getting Nat and myself free.




  ‘Right.’ The cloth bag was yanked off my head and a bright light shone in my eyes.




  I blinked, turning my face away from the glare. I was in a small room with twin beds and a chest of drawers.




  ‘Look at me,’ the man demanded. The light lowered and I looked up. A young guy – not much older than I was – stood in front of me. He had fine, fair hair and delicate

  features. Despite the hard edge to his voice I could see in his eyes that he was terrified. I remembered something Taylor, my old EFA trainer, had once said: A big part of success in any fight

  lies in the ability to use your opponent’s weaknesses against them. Assess, plan, act.




  He might have lied to us and used us, but Taylor had been right about that. The knowledge that my captor was scared gave me a huge advantage. I stared into his eyes, my courage building.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ the man snapped, but now that I was watching him, I could hear the slight quaver in his voice. Suddenly, I was certain I could disarm him. I just needed to

  get rid of the tape around my wrist. Keeping my eyes fixed on his, I felt for the edge of the tape. There.




  ‘Answer me.’ The man held up the knife. But his hands were shaking.




  ‘No.’ I ripped the tape off my wrist and lunged for his arm. With a single blow I knocked the knife out of his hand. It clattered to the floor.




  I raced over and snatched it up. Then I spun around and held the knife towards him.




  The man stared at me, his mouth gaping. I met his gaze.




  ‘Where’s the boy I was with?’ I demanded. ‘Is he alright?’




  The man held up his hands. I could see in his eyes he believed I would use the knife. ‘He’s fine, he’s with Julius.’




  I pointed to the door. ‘Take me to him,’ I demanded. ‘Now.’




  





  Nat




  The bag was pulled off my head and I was pushed backwards into a chair. I sat down with a jolt. I was in a living room: sofas, TV, chipped wooden sideboard. The man who had

  shoved me in here looked nothing like I’d expected. For a start, he was young – but bald and wearing a suit and glasses. His manner was meek, almost apologetic, as he sat down on the

  couch opposite me, his weapon in his hand.




  ‘You’re Nat Holloway and the girl is Charlie Stockwell, aren’t you?’ he asked, laying the blade on the seat beside him. I glanced at it – it wasn’t a knife

  after all, just a vegetable peeler. ‘What are you doing here? Does Riley know we’re here?’




  I stared at him. Man, he was scared. Really scared.




  ‘Please, Nat,’ the man went on. ‘Lennox and I need to know.’




  ‘Is Lennox the guy with Charlie?’ I demanded, rising to my feet. ‘Is she okay?’




  ‘She’ll be fine,’ the man said. ‘Lennox won’t hurt her. Er, I’m Julius Prebert. We just need to know why you’re here.’




  Whoever this guy was, he was definitely no solider. I knew from my training with Taylor that the art of interrogation lay in trying not to give away too much with your questions and that the art

  of intimidation lay in being hard and unemotional. This man was failing on both counts. Which gave me the edge.




  I was pretty sure I was physically stronger than him too. But hopefully this didn’t need to come to a fight. I headed for the door, determined to find Charlie.




  ‘Wait, Nat.’




  ‘You’re in the resistance, aren’t you?’ I asked.




  Julius nodded. ‘Parveen Patel told you about us, didn’t she?’




  Before I could respond, the door flew open. A second man – Lennox, presumably – stumbled inside, closely followed by Charlie, her eyes blazing. She was wielding a knife. An actual

  knife. She must have taken it off Lennox.




  Julius gasped in horror. He sprang to his feet.




  ‘Are you okay?’ Charlie and I spoke together.




  ‘I’m fine,’ I said.




  She gave a swift nod. ‘Me too.’




  ‘Please don’t hurt us,’ Julius stammered.




  ‘Shut up, Julius,’ Lennox snapped.




  I assessed Lennox quickly. He was younger than the bald guy, barely older than Charlie and me, and much tougher looking. But under the bravado I could see he was trembling too.




  I held up my hands. ‘Nobody’s going to get hurt. We just want to talk.’ I glanced at Charlie. Reluctantly she lowered the knife. ‘Julius and Lennox are in the

  resistance,’ I said to her. ‘They’re the people we’ve been looking for – the ones Parveen told us about.’




  As I said Parveen’s name, Julius and Lennox glanced at each other. Julius had mentioned her earlier too. I frowned. If Par had told them about us, why were they so suspicious?




  ‘Why did you attack us?’ Charlie demanded, vocalising my own thoughts. She advanced on Julius. ‘If you’re in the resistance against Riley, why did you put bags over our

  heads and force us inside?’




  ‘Because we thought you might be Riley’s spies,’ Julius said quickly, his voice quavering.




  ‘They are Riley’s spies,’ Lennox snapped. ‘She kidnapped the Mayor of London’s son. And he set off a bomb at the Houses of Parliament. They did

  that for that scum, Riley.’




  ‘No,’ I said. ‘You’ve got this all wrong. We were set up by Riley. He conned us into joining the English Freedom Army, which he said only existed to stop

  terrorists, then he manipulated us into becoming terrorists. I didn’t know I was carrying a bomb under Parliament and Charlie was ordered to kidnap Aaron

  Latimer.’




  ‘That’s right,’ Charlie added. ‘I thought I was protecting Aaron.’




  ‘The bottom line,’ I said, trying to keep my voice even, ‘is that Parveen trusted us enough to give us this address, so you should trust us too.’ I pointed to the window.

  ‘We’re here alone and unarmed. Is that really how Riley would have dealt with you if he knew you were here?’




  Julius nodded. I could see he was persuaded, but Lennox still looked suspicious.




  ‘This could be a double bluff,’ he argued. ‘You could both secretly be working for Riley.




  ‘No, don’t you get it?’ Charlie snapped. ‘Riley was behind the Canal St Market bomb which killed my mother.’ For a second her eyes filled with tears. She

  blinked them angrily away. ‘The same bomb left Nat’s brother in a coma. There’s no way we would do anything for that man.’




  ‘You mentioned Parveen Patel earlier,’ I said. ‘She obviously told you about us, just like she told us about you. She gave us the addresses of three safe houses a couple of

  weeks ago. We’ve been working our way through them, looking for the resistance, ever since. Surely it isn’t a surprise that we’re here?’




  There was a long pause, then Julius sighed. ‘It isn’t,’ he said.




  ‘Then why all the noise?’ Charlie demanded.




  ‘Because,’ Lennox snapped, ‘Parveen has disappeared.’




  





  Charlie




  Nat and I stared at each other. Parveen had disappeared? How? Had Riley captured her? Killed her? The horror I felt was reflected in Nat’s ice-blue eyes. Even in

  that terrible moment I couldn’t help but notice how good-looking he was. I loved the strong lines of his face and the way you could never be quite sure what he was thinking, that guarded

  expression he always wore.




  I turned to Julius and Lennox. ‘So when did you last hear from Parveen?’ I asked.




  The two men looked at each other. Lennox gave a gruff nod. ‘Go ahead,’ he said. ‘If you really think we can trust them.’




  ‘We saw her in London just over a fortnight ago. She said you’d contacted her and that she’d given you some safe house addresses. She hasn’t been in touch since. We have

  a system of checking in for everybody. A weekly signal.’




  ‘You mean using the draft email system?’ I asked. This was a clever trick we’d learned from the EFA, a way of communicating online without leaving a trail. Basically, you

  logged on to an email account and left a message in the draft box for the next person to log in and read.




  ‘Yes, Parveen hasn’t checked in via draft email since that last message.’ Julius paused. ‘You can see why we were suspicious before, can’t you?’




  ‘Yes,’ Nat said.




  ‘Mmm.’ I pursed my lips, unwilling to forgive them. ‘There was still no need to threaten us.’




  ‘They were just doing what they needed to protect themselves,’ Nat said.




  Feeling disgruntled, I shrugged.




  ‘So how many of you are there in the resistance?’ I asked.




  Julius frowned. ‘As far as I know there are fifteen Resistance Pairs. Parveen was put with the guy from Resistance Two.’




  ‘Pairs?’ Nat frowned.




  ‘Yes, we travel in twos, keeping numbers down for safety,’ Julius explained. ‘Lennox and I are Resistance Nine. So far I’ve met the people in Resistance Four, Six and

  Eight but I only know the others through draft emails. We move around using the list of safe houses Parveen sent you. That is, there are more houses, but we don’t all have access to all of

  them. Sometimes we run into other pairs, most of the time we’re just on the move, trying to avoid being caught, just like you.’




  My heart sank. When Parveen had mentioned there being a resistance group in her original message, I’d imagined a proper army of people, not a few random pairs scattered across a bunch of

  rundown safe houses, intent on simply surviving.




  If this was all the resistance amounted to, we had no hope of exposing and defeating Riley.




  





  Nat




  ‘So I get the “pairs” bit,’ Charlie said drily. ‘But where does the “resistance” come in? It sounds like you just roam about the

  country trying to stay out of trouble. How is that going to bring down Roman Riley?’




  Julius’s face flushed red. ‘It’s hard,’ he said. ‘We’re operating in total isolation – the police are in Riley’s pocket.’




  ‘We know. Look, is there any kind of plan?’ I asked, trying to sound less scathing than Charlie just had.




  ‘We’re doing everything we can,’ Lennox said defensively. ‘Mostly we’re trying to build up evidence to prove Riley is conning the electorate and that he has some

  kind of hold over the leaders of the League of Iron so they’re prepared to say they are the terrorists.’




  ‘And how are you doing all that?’ Charlie sounded even more contemptuous than before. ‘Riley has a lot of protection and he’s very smart.’




  I shot her a warning look, but she avoided my gaze.




  ‘We’re working on hacking into his computer network and we’ve tried to steal information too.’ Julius looked away. ‘We’ve lost five good people in the past

  six months, plus whatever’s happened to Parveen. It hasn’t been easy, but the Mayor of London is with us and however long it takes—’




  ‘Whoa, back up,’ Charlie said.




  ‘Yeah.’ I frowned. ‘You’re saying Mayor Latimer is on our side? Part of the resistance?’




  ‘Yes,’ Julius said. ‘Absolutely.’




  I shook my head. That didn’t make sense at all. When Charlie and I had escaped from Riley last month, we had also rescued Mayor Latimer’s son, Aaron. And yet, despite this, neither

  Aaron nor his father had spoken out in our defence afterwards, letting the police and the public carry on thinking we were dangerous terrorists, even though they both knew Riley had set us up.




  ‘You can’t trust Mayor Latimer,’ Charlie said firmly.




  ‘We’re just telling you what we’ve heard from a couple of the London-based Pairs,’ Lennox snapped. ‘They say Latimer has just supplied the resistance with some new

  gear – tracking and surveillance equipment, a few tasers.’




  ‘Of course none of it’s come our way yet,’ Julius added. ‘We don’t have any IT, and that –’ he pointed to the knife Charlie had wrested off Lennox,

  ‘– that’s our only real weapon.’




  ‘Right.’ I nodded. It sounded worse and worse. A known ally of Riley’s infiltrating the resistance and no proper way of fighting back.




  ‘Well your set-up seems really amateurish to me,’ Charlie said with a sniff.




  I threw her another warning glance. Why did she have to be so antagonistic? She was right, though. Quite apart from the lack of weapons, it was obvious from the way Julius was talking that

  neither he nor Lennox had any combat experience, whereas Charlie and I had been trained by one of Riley’s best operatives, Taylor, to fight hard, move stealthily – and even handle

  guns.




  ‘Who’s your leader?’ I asked.




  ‘We don’t have one,’ Julius admitted. He looked embarrassed. ‘We’re more a co-operative, sharing information, letting everyone else know we’re okay or if

  there’s danger somewhere.’




  Charlie snorted. Exasperated, I turned on her. ‘Let’s just find out a bit more before we start judging them, okay?’




  Charlie shot me a furious look which faded as I glared at her. After a moment she gave an awkward shrug. ‘Sorry, I’m just upset that there isn’t more of a proper organisation

  working against Riley.’




  ‘I know.’ I turned back to Julius. ‘How come you’re both in the resistance?’




  ‘I was a solicitor, in my first job,’ Julius explained. ‘Eight months ago I was helping in a case to take Riley to court. My boss died in what was supposedly an accident, then

  someone planted evidence that made it look like I’d stolen money from my law firm to give to a woman I’d met precisely once. They made it look like I was bribing her. I said it was all

  a set-up, but the company fired me anyway, so I lost my flat and my girlfriend.’ He sighed. ‘Riley’s taken my whole life away.’




  I turned to Lennox. ‘What about you?’




  ‘I worked for a car manufacturer, got involved in the trade union there. A mate of mine found out what the English Freedom Army was really up to. He told the police. They weren’t

  interested. So he told me and I tried to take it to my union. Next thing I know, my mate’s dead and I’m being threatened to keep quiet. So I carry on trying to expose the EFA and all of

  a sudden there’s a warrant out for my arrest for being dangerous, a potential terrorist just like you two.’




  I nodded, taking this in. ‘Okay,’ I said slowly. ‘Everything you’re trying to do is good, but we need to do more and do it faster. We have to bring down Riley

  before the election. That way we all can get our lives back.’




  ‘But the election is next week,’ Julius spluttered.




  ‘Basically we need to expose him as a murderer,’ Charlie went on. ‘We need to prove that he set up me and Nat and get evidence on what he’s planning next.




  Julius and Lennox stared at us, open-mouthed.




  ‘Getting proof against him is the only way he’ll be forced to resign from power,’ I added. ‘We still live in a democracy. If we can convince the public how corrupt he is,

  they won’t vote for him or his party at the election next week.’




  ‘That’s some timeframe,’ Lennox said with a sneer.




  ‘I know,’ I said. ‘But we have to try. The next few days are crucial. I’ve been looking at the polls. Riley’s Future Party are set to do really well in the election

  – maybe even well enough to form a government. Riley could control the country by the end of next week.




  ‘I just don’t see what we can do. Riley’s set everyone against us,’ Julius said. ‘He discredits all his enemies so that people think we’re the bad

  guys. Look at that film you and Charlie posted on YouTube and how he twisted everything you said.’




  This was true. Riley had responded to our attempt to clear our names by saying we were lying and desperate.




  ‘We have to find another way,’ I insisted. ‘Talking about him isn’t enough, we need to get actual proof and use it.’




  ‘We could assassinate him,’ Lennox suggested. ‘Get close with a gun or a knife. I’d do it.’




  I shook my head. ‘Too risky. You wouldn’t get near him.’




  ‘Anyway, killing him would make us as bad as he is,’ Julius added.




  I looked over at Charlie. She was still standing a little way from us, arms folded. She rolled her eyes, presumably at Julius’s reluctance to take Riley out.




  I met her gaze. For all her bravado, Charlie wasn’t any more a killer than Julius. Just a few weeks ago she had a gun in her hand and Riley unarmed in her sights and she hadn’t taken

  the shot. Neither had I. I’d told her we’d done the right thing, but Charlie hadn’t wanted to talk about it.




  A flicker of embarrassment – and vulnerability – showed on her face, then disappeared again. She knew what I was thinking. I raised my eyebrows. ‘Any suggestions for how we

  expose Riley?’




  Julius and Lennox turned to her. A beat passed. And then Charlie jutted out her chin in that defiant gesture of hers I was beginning to know so well.




  ‘I think it’s obvious,’ she said. ‘I should join Riley’s inner circle, like he wanted me to when we last saw him.’




  There was a shocked silence.




  ‘You mean pretend to switch sides?’ I shook my head.




  ‘Exactly,’ Charlie said. ‘I can get close, get evidence of what he’s planning, the next bomb or whatever.’




  ‘No way.’ My heart rate quickened. It was true that Riley had claimed to want to bring Charlie into his inner circle, but to me that was obviously a lie, a barefaced attempt to try

  and stop her running away. Anyway, I couldn’t begin to imagine the danger Charlie would put herself in if she voluntarily turned up on Riley’s doorstep. ‘Riley’s not going

  to believe you joining him now,’ I went on. ‘It’s too risky.’




  ‘I can make him believe it. Anyway, it’s not up to you, Nat.’ Her fierce dark eyes met mine at last. ‘It’s my decision.’




  





  Charlie




  Nat stared at me. I could see the emotions parading across his face: he was annoyed with me for being impatient with Julius and Lennox, and angry that I wanted to put myself at

  risk by going undercover with Riley.




  Was that because he was scared I would get hurt? On our first night on the run we’d admitted how much we really liked each other, but since then we had barely spoken about our feelings.

  There had been so many other things to deal with; life in the past few weeks had been unbelievably stressful: finding food, sleeping rough, always worried that if Riley’s English Freedom Army

  soldiers didn’t find us, some random tramp would attack us in our makeshift beds.




  The tension in the room grew. Nat and I were still looking at each other. And then Julius coughed. ‘Erm, why does Riley want you to join him?’




  ‘That’s my business,’ I snapped.




  I shot Nat a look that meant I seriously wanted him to keep his mouth shut. The truth of it was that Riley had told me my dad – who I thought had died when I was a baby – was in fact

  alive and a leading figure in the English Freedom Army. I was sure it was a total lie. Well, almost sure. Either way, it was not information I wanted spread about.




  Nat gave me a swift nod, then turned to Julius.




  ‘We can talk about this later. Right now we’re kind of tired. And very hungry,’ he said. ‘Do you have any food?’




  ‘Of course.’ Julius led us out of the little bedroom and into a small kitchen. He bustled about fetching us bread and warming some soup while Nat and I retrieved our backpacks from

  their hiding place and brought them into the house. Lennox sat at the table with us while we ate our soup and the four of us swapped all the details we knew about Riley. Julius hadn’t been

  exaggerating his lack of knowledge about the other resistance members, but he told us what he could about the people in Resistance Four, Six and Eight. All of them were either wanted by the police

  or else had been made scapegoats by Riley.




  I could see Nat getting more and more dispirited as we talked. I was sure he had been hoping that if the resistance could operate as a fighting unit, that there might be some alternative to my

  going undercover – and that he would be able to talk me out of my plan. As the light completely faded outside, Lennox disappeared again, returning half an hour later with four bags of fish

  and chips. Nat and I fell on the food. After we’d eaten Julius explained that he and Lennox would have to move on the day after tomorrow, that they never stayed anywhere more than a week so

  as not to attract attention, and that Nat and I would need to find our own accommodation after that point.




  ‘Four is just too many, people notice a larger group,’ he said nervously.




  ‘Plus I don’t like you,’ Lennox added rudely. His remark was directed mainly at me, though he glanced in Nat’s direction too.




  I opened my mouth to tell him I hadn’t formed a great opinion of him either, but Nat laid his hand on mine.




  ‘That’s fine,’ he said. ‘We can sort out the details tomorrow.’




  I closed my mouth as Julius got up.




  ‘There’s only one bedroom here,’ he said. ‘I’ll bunk in with Lennox for tonight. You two can have the living room, though, er . . . we don’t have any spare

  blankets.’




  ‘That’s okay.’ Nat explained that we carried everything we needed in our backpacks.




  An hour later we had washed and changed. I felt better than I had for days. It had been brilliant to take a shower, even though the only water in the house was freezing cold. And now we were

  lying on the sofas in the living area. Tatty and lumpy, they weren’t exactly luxurious but after so many nights sleeping outside it felt good to be indoors away from the elements and on

  something softer than the ground.




  Nat hadn’t mentioned my plan to infiltrate Riley’s group since I’d brought up the idea earlier, but now he said softly: ‘I don’t want you to go undercover. It will

  be hard enough convincing Riley you want to join him, but even harder getting proof about his plans. You know how careful and how ruthless he is.’




  I lay back on the sofa. ‘I’ll tell him I need to know about my dad, you know, that I need to find out if he really is alive like Riley said,’ I whispered.




  There was a pause. Nat’s eyes gleamed in the streetlight that shone in through the gap in the curtains.




  ‘You know he isn’t alive, don’t you, Charlie?’ he said softly. ‘Riley was lying about that.’




  I turned away. Nat was probably right, but doubt still wriggled away inside me. After my mum died I’d gone to live with her sister, Karen, but that hadn’t worked out, so I’d

  moved in with my dad’s brother, Uncle Brian, and his wife and my cousin, Rosa. I had tried to fit in with them but they’d never properly felt like family and I hadn’t been

  surprised when they’d disowned me after I’d been conned into kidnapping Aaron. Apart from Nat, I was alone. Which made it utterly impossible to ignore the idea that my dad might be out

  there somewhere. The thought of it twisted my stomach into a tight, painful knot. Not that I was going to admit that to Nat.




  ‘The point is that Riley will believe I need to know the truth,’ I whispered.




  ‘And then what?’




  ‘I’ll find some way of getting evidence about Riley’s next move,’ I said. ‘He wants me to join his inner circle, remember?’




  ‘He says he does, but it won’t be that straightforward,’ Nat insisted. ‘He won’t trust that you genuinely want to join them. And Riley’s not an easy

  person to lie to.’




  I said nothing, just stared up at the ceiling.




  Nat yawned. ‘Look it’s late and I’m too tired to deal with you being fixated on this right now,’ he said. ‘Can we talk about it in the morning?’




  ‘Sure.’ I pressed my lips together. How dare Nat say I was ‘fixated’? I turned and glared at him, but he had already closed his eyes.




  I watched as he fell asleep. I knew Nat hadn’t meant to upset me but I had just as much right to make a plan to expose Riley as he did. And my plan was certainly a lot better and stronger

  than anything the so-called resistance had come up with so far.




  I sat up, my heart thumping.




  I was going to leave now.




  No way was I hanging around until morning to have Nat telling me my idea was stupid, or Julius muttering nervously that I’d be killed carrying it out, or Lennox saying that he didn’t

  care if I was.




  I wriggled out of my sleeping bag and picked up my shoes. I didn’t need much, just my share of our money and a few basics.




  It was late, but I knew from our experiences over the past few weeks that night-time offered the best cover for travel. And, anyway, once I’ve made up my mind about anything I hate

  waiting. I glanced at Nat again. His breath was deep and even. I slid my phone into my pocket. I’d send him a text when I was properly on my way.




  A minute later I had slipped out of the front door and closed it silently behind me. I was going to find Roman Riley and get the proof we needed to bring him down, once and for all.




  





  Nat




  I woke with a start, my eyes springing open. I blinked into the glare of the bright sunlight streaming in through the narrow gap between the curtains. Too harsh. I shut my eyes

  again. In the distance I could hear the chink of mugs and plates being set down on a table, a kettle boiling. For a few moments I was back at home with Mum and Dad and Jas and Lucas – back in

  a time long before I’d ever heard of the English Freedom Army, before the bomb blast that had killed Charlie’s mum and left Lucas in a coma, when we were a proper family full of banter

  and backchat and all the normal work and school routines of family life.




  A second later reality flooded back. Family life didn’t exist any more. I was an outlaw, unable to return home. Right now, instead of revising for my exams I was on the run, sleeping

  rough, hoping to find some way of bringing down Roman Riley through contact with Julius and Lennox, the oddball pairing of Resistance Nine. I had no plan and limited resources.




  But I had Charlie. At the thought of her I turned my head and, shielding my eyes from the sharp sunlight, peered across at the sofa opposite. There was no sign of her, though her sleeping bag

  was lying, ruckled, on the sofa. Presumably she was in the kitchen with Julius and Lennox or, possibly, taking a shower. The water here was cold and she had only showered last night but I knew from

  our four weeks together on the road that Charlie tended to prioritise washing – whatever the circumstances – in a way that reminded me forcefully of Jas. Was that a girl thing, wanting

  so badly to be clean all the time? Or was it just the two of them?




  I ran my fingers through my hair, smoothing it back, then scrambled out of my sleeping bag. It was a beautiful day outside – a clear blue sky. I checked the time. Nine a.m. Wow, I

  hadn’t slept that late in ages. As I stumbled sleepily towards the kitchen I could hear Julius and Lennox talking in low voices. The smell of toast wafted towards me. My stomach rumbled; I

  was starving.




  As I walked into the kitchen, Julius turned towards me, a worried frown on his face.




  ‘Morning,’ he said.




  ‘Yeah.’ I rubbed my forehead. ‘Any chance of some toast?’




  ‘Help yourself,’ Lennox grunted, indicating the toaster.




  I wandered over to the counter. The kitchen was pretty basic but after eating in parks and under bus shelters for much of the past month it felt luxurious to take a slice of bread and pop it

  into a toaster.




  ‘Where’s Charlie?’ I asked, stifling a yawn.




  Julius looked up. ‘Isn’t she with you?’ he said, a tense edge to his voice.




  I spun around, all thoughts of toast forgotten. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘She’s not in the rest of the flat.’ Julius frowned. ‘I hope she hasn’t gone outside. It’s risky to wander—’




  I didn’t hear any more, I was already back in the living room, feeling in my jacket pocket for my phone. I’d switched it to silent last night. My fingers trembled as I pulled it out.

  If Charlie had gone to the shops or something she would surely have left a message, wouldn’t she?




  Yes. Relief swamped me as I opened her text. And then my mouth fell open as I read what it said.




  





  Charlie




  I stood by the side of the road, waiting for the next car to pass. I had decided to hitch a ride to the nearest city, Manchester, in order to save as much of my money as I

  could. Despite the dust and the debris from an abandoned roadworks programme which scattered the tarmac, it felt good to be outside in the sunshine. Good, also, to be travelling light, with just a

  single change of clothes, my money and a few toiletries. I was glad not to be weighed down with jumpers and a sleeping bag – and, if I was honest, glad to be free of Nat’s attempts to

  protect me. I knew he only wanted me to be safe, but what I was doing now was the right move.




  I was heading for Riley’s home in London. I had been there last year when Taylor, our EFA cell leader, had made Nat and me break into the house as a test of our abilities. He had told us

  the place was owned by a leading League of Iron member and that our mission was to download information from his computer about the League’s next planned attack. I still burned with shame and

  fury when I thought of how we’d been conned into thinking the League were behind all the bombings that Riley had in fact organised himself.




  My phone rang. Nat calling.




  I rejected the call. Nat just wanted to try and talk me out of my plan to approach Riley and infiltrate his inner circle, and I didn’t want to hear it. I needed all my energy to focus on

  my mission. Anyway, the less Nat knew about what I was planning, the safer he would be. After manipulating us into carrying out his terrorist activities, Riley had tried to kill Nat.




  I shivered, thinking how close he had come to losing his life, how close I had come to losing him.




  A moment later Nat rang again. I shook my head as I rejected this second call. I had been totally right to go off on my own. If Nat couldn’t have talked me out of going to find Riley, he

  would have insisted on coming with me – and Riley would have had no hesitation, I was sure, in trying to murder him again.




  My phone beeped. Now Nat had sent a text. It was brief and to the point.




  This is mad, Charlie. Come back.




  I switched off my mobile. There was no point talking. Now was the time for action.




  





  Nat




  As the next half-hour wore on, I went through every emotion from terror to fury and back again. How could Charlie be so stupid as to race off to Riley without at least talking

  it through first?




  Her text had been sent in the middle of the night, so there was no way I could catch her, even if I’d known what route she was taking to Riley’s house in London. She was probably

  halfway there already. I spent at least fifteen minutes ranting at Julius, explaining what Riley had said about Charlie’s father. I knew that was breaking my promise to her, but after not

  returning my calls and switching off her phone, I didn’t feel she deserved me keeping my word on that. Julius looked thoughtful as I explained everything.




  ‘What Charlie has been told about her father puts what she’s doing in a different light,’ he said slowly.




  ‘How?’




  ‘Well, it’s understandable she’d want to know about her dad. Riley will believe that.’




  ‘It’s still insanely risky to run off to him without working out exactly what she’s doing. Riley’s smart – he’ll know if she’s faking anything. She

  should have talked it through with us first.’




  ‘Some people prefer to act on instinct and intuition – in the moment, as it were.’ Julius tilted his head to one side. ‘Are you sure you’re not just cross that

  Charlie didn’t tell you what she was doing?’




  ‘No,’ I snapped. ‘Of course not.’ I stood up and paced up and down the room.




  Julius said nothing further and, a few minutes later, Lennox came in and reminded us that we had to leave here tomorrow and that he and Julius needed to scour the flat to make sure they

  weren’t leaving any obvious clues to their identity behind.




  I rested my head in my hands. Would Charlie manage to convince Riley she genuinely wanted to join him? What would happen if he didn’t believe her? Come to that, what would happen if

  Charlie tried to return to the safe house and found we were no longer here?




  She won’t come back, I told myself. She’s going to join Riley or die trying. You know how stubborn she is.




  Julius and Lennox started debating which safe house to move on to next. I paid them little attention. I wasn’t going to another safe house. I was going to find Charlie and get her away

  from Riley, if it was the last thing I did.




  





  Charlie




  It took me most of the day to find Riley’s house in North-West London. The woman who had given me a lift to Manchester had dropped me close to the coach station and as, I

  scurried along the last few streets, past all the boarded-up shops and houses, I was careful to wear my large, shapeless hoodie and to keep the hood pulled low and my head bent away from all the

  CCTV cameras. I caught a coach at eleven a.m. and arrived in London just after four in the afternoon. It was strange being back in the city, knowing that Rosa, Jas and Aaron and my other friends

  would soon return to school for the summer term, intent on exams, while Nat and I travelled around the country, intent on clearing our names and exposing Riley.




  I checked online and found that the number 16 bus would take me fairly close to Riley’s house in Maida Vale. I was lucky it was still running; a lot of bus services had been stopped in the

  last few rounds of cuts. London seemed dirtier and shabbier than when I’d left.




  I stared at the murals I passed on my bus journey. They showed men in masks with guns and clenched fists – all symbols of armed resistance. They were the work, I knew, of the League of

  Iron – the right-wing extremist group that had, under pressure from Riley, claimed we were its agents for last month’s kidnappings and bombing.




  It was clouding over when I reached Maida Vale. Nat and I had been shut in the back of a van when we’d come here the first time, so although I knew I would recognise the house when I saw

  it, I was relying on what Nat had told me about his second visit to find the way to the correct street. Nat had been taken there by Riley himself, just after the Houses of Parliament explosion. He

  didn’t know the name of the road the house was on, but he’d described what he’d seen on his journey there in Riley’s car.




  I reached Maida Vale underground station, then hopped off the bus. Now I just had to circle the area, checking out each road in turn. Remembering Taylor’s training about staying close to

  walls and walking lightly to make myself seem more invisible, I sped along street after street, past endless derelict buildings and the usual, terrible lines of homeless people slumped in unused

  doorways. In my head I ran over my plan. I was certain that even if Riley wasn’t at home, his guards – soldiers in the EFA – would be. I planned to ask whoever I found to tell

  Riley that I wanted to see him. I was sure he would meet with me. After all, he’d wanted me to join his core team just a few weeks ago. I couldn’t believe he would feel differently

  now.




  Three hours later and I had still not found Riley’s house.




  I went back to the underground station, where an elderly homeless man with wild, staring eyes started shouting at me. I moved away and thought through what Nat had said again: After Maida

  Vale tube it wasn’t far, maybe just two or three minutes in the car. I was feeling weird from the drug he’d given me so I can’t remember if we went left or right, but there was

  definitely a pub at some point very near the house.




  I opened the maps function on my phone. I had been using it sparingly, partly to save the battery and partly because I didn’t want to see the list of missed calls and texts from Nat that I

  knew would be there. Sure enough, he’d messaged again. I ignored the text and looked at the map. There were three pubs within two or three minutes’ drive from where I stood right now. I

  had already checked the roads off two of them. This time, I headed for the third.




  The clouds overhead were darkening in the twilight sky as I stood at the roundabout and faced the street on my left. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. This was it, I was sure. I set

  off, palms sweaty, eyes alert. The houses were all big on this street, just like the one I remembered breaking into with Nat.




  Lights were starting to come on in several of the homes. I glanced from left to right. There. That was Riley’s large brick house, its sweeping drive and neat front garden set behind

  huge ironwork gates. I crept across the road, hiding in the shadows of the hedge that bordered the neighbouring house. I reached the edge of the gate and peered in though the bars. The house beyond

  looked deserted. Despite the fact that it was getting darker outside, not a single light shone from any of the windows and there was no sign of anyone guarding the entrance either. I was certain,

  having met Riley and seen the ops base in Yorkshire, that he would definitely have at least one EFA soldier posted on his doorstep as basic security.




  I tugged my hood more fully over my head as a light patter of rain started to fall. I swore under my breath. I knew from sleeping outdoors so much in the past month that once you got soaked at

  night, it was almost impossible to get properly dry again until the following day. I looked around. There was nowhere to shelter in Riley’s front garden and the hedge in whose shadow I was

  loitering was both dense and prickly. I glanced along the side passage of the house. The smart wooden door at the end must lead to a back garden which would offer me more shelter – from both

  the rain and from passersby – than I would find out here.




  I would wait for Riley – or one of his guards – to return to the house there. All I had to do was climb the iron gate and then the garden door. No problem.




  Seconds later I had shimmied up the iron railings and, landing lightly on my feet, dropped to the other side. Making as little noise on the gravel as I could, I headed for the side passage and

  the back garden beyond.




  





  Nat




  Even allowing for the fact that Charlie had a head start to London, it took me a stupidly long time even to get a very little way. My bus to Manchester broke down twice –

  unsurprisingly really, considering what an old rust bucket it was – and it was almost dark by the time I reached Manchester bus station. One of the many downsides of living in a permanent

  recession was that every company in the world seemed to operate on a shoestring, with nothing – from buses to phones – working properly any more.




  I headed for the bus station ticket office to buy a ticket for London. I didn’t have much money and this was the cheapest way for me to get to Riley’s house. I hurried past several

  queues of passengers waiting to board other buses. There was no time to lose; Charlie was already hours ahead of me.




  I stopped to let a middle-aged lady dragging a suitcase on wheels pass me. She muttered as she was forced to move slightly sideways to avoid my luggage. I was carrying Charlie’s sleeping

  bag and all her spare clothes as well as my own. I didn’t want to travel so loaded down and I’d thought about leaving Charlie’s things behind, but Lennox had vowed to destroy

  anything left in the safe house so there would be no trace of our visit.




  When I’d said goodbye to him and Julius I had got the impression they were glad to be rid of me. Understandable, but hardly a show of resistance solidarity. Still, I was used to being

  alone. It felt like another lifetime since I’d had a proper home, before Lucas went into his coma and Mum started spending all her time at his bedside, while Dad buried himself in work.

  Before then, we’d been a real family. But for the past year or so, our house had just been the place where my twin sister Jas and I looked after ourselves, occasionally passing our parents as

  they came and went.




  Heavy rain started to fall as I passed the next coach signed for London, a huddle of passengers waiting to get on board. I hurried into the ticket office and joined the short queue. My phone

  rang, suddenly loud over the background chatter.
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