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CHAPTER ONE

Inauguration
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“Are you prepared to take the Oath, Senator?”

The Chief Justice’s voice carries over the gigantic speakers, drowning out the applause of the crowd in front of us and turning their cheers into an awed silence.

This is it.

My dad takes a step forward and raises his right hand, radiating an aura of professionalism and seriousness. Next to me, Mom straightens up as if she was the one being sworn into office. I bet she has her game face on, happy smile frozen to perfection.

“Please repeat after me. I, Leopold Forrester, solemnly swear—”

Every single member of the audience below us falls silent and hangs on Dad’s every word as he repeats the Chief Justice’s oath. Me, I know the few lines by heart. I just hoped I’d never hear Dad say them.

“To preserve, protect, and defend the constitution of the United States, so help me God.” 

As if they were a living entity, hundreds of “Leo Forrester for President” signs pick up on their enthusiastic wiggles and jiggles as the Chief Justice shakes Dad’s hand. “Congratulations, Mr. President.”

Below the Capitol’s balcony, the crowd erupts into even bigger applause. People leap to their feet and cheer, waving their little American flags through the air as if they wanted to hail Air Force One. It’s a sea of red, white, and blue as far as I can see. 

The Chief Justice congratulates the new First Lady—aka my mom. Then he turns around, smiles at me and extends his hand.

I wish I didn’t have to take it.

I wish it was a year ago and I didn’t get into that damn car.

I wish… It doesn’t matter.

Adjusting my crutches, I shift my weight onto my healthy right leg and take the Chief Justice’s hand, forcing a smile that I hope looks only half as fake as it feels. As soon as he lets go, my mother hooks her arm into mine and pulls me forward to meet Dad at the balustrade. For a moment, I consider resisting, but it wouldn’t do any good other than getting me into trouble.

We’re separated from the audience by a Plexiglas barrier and an impressive line of wide-shouldered and serious-faced security guards. Hundreds of TV cameras point at us, recording every angle of Dad’s Inauguration for eternity. A giant American flag waves above us all, its shadow whipping across the crowd as the fabric ripples in the wind.

I keep my forced smile and awkwardly wave down at the masses, while my parents… Well, enthusiasm is radiating off them like heat from the sun.

It doesn’t touch me at all. 

The music starts and the cannons fire their obligatory salute. While the marching band keeps playing, Dad stands on the podium, waving to the audience in front of the Capitol building.

“Alix. Smile.” My mother pushes this out between her teeth. She has this freaky ability to talk through a smile without moving her mouth.

I don’t roll my eyes. I don’t give a snappy comment. I just force the corners of my mouth up some more.

Eventually, Dad turns away from the audience to lead us toward the town car. My parents are on a tight schedule for the rest of the day. 

Once he’s next to me, I look up at him, trying to catch his eye.

“Congratula—”

Dad pushes past me to shake somebody else’s hand.

Right.

I swallow hard.

Of course things would be the same, no matter if the cameras were rolling, or not.

I feel for a good hold with my crutches before I force my sluggish left leg in the other direction and take a few careful hobble-steps toward my ever-present wheelchair.

Being the new First Daughter has its upsides: A Secret Service agent dressed in a black suit pushes my wheelie over to me. It looks tiny next to him. I have to crane my neck to meet his eyes—or rather his pitch-black sunglasses—and when I do, all he does is cock an eyebrow at me.

Suits me, I don’t really want to talk either.

I let myself fall into my wheelchair, hoping nobody sees the relief on my face when the stabbing pain in my leg turns down to bearable burning. 

Sunglass-guy pushes me past all the excited faces toward the limousine that’s supposed to bring me back home. 

My parents don’t want poor little Alix to be too exhausted.

Or rather, Dad probably doesn’t want to be seen with poor little Alix.

Sometimes I still wonder how he and I could go from two peas in a pod to… whatever we are now. Surely not father and daughter. We haven’t been that since I became a cripple.

Oh, sorry: person with mobility impairment. My shrink says I shouldn’t put myself down, but it’s tough to stick to less offensive terms since the first newspaper headline I saw after that fateful day is still burned into my mind: Senator’s Daughter Crippled in Serious Car Accident. Right.

My cheeks burn and I lower my gaze.

At this point, Sunglass-guy wheels me past the masses toward the black town car, turning my wheelchair around so I can say goodbye to my parents. Both my dad and mom followed us at a slow pace. Dad must have shaken a million hands already. 

Mom bends down and kisses my hair. 

“Have Linda make you some food, okay? And eat it,” she adds under her breath. She knows very well I won’t. No appetite. 

She lets her hand linger on my shoulder, massaging through the fabric. “And please take one of the pain killers, sweetie. You know where they are.” 

Mom usually isn’t so much into public displays of affection, but over the last year, we’ve gotten better at it. Plus, this is politics now. The new President and First Lady—and the First Daughter, for that matter—need to project the image of a happy family, no matter the individual family members’ mood.

And I really don’t want to know what Dad is thinking.

The one second he doesn’t have his features under control, it’s right there: The distant stare, as if he was trying hard to remember how life with a healthy daughter was. That stare’s been there every day since the seat belt broke and I flew into the town car’s windshield, shattering part of my spine.

Anything in my life I took for granted was ripped away from me the second I came close to dying crashing into that windshield: The ability to walk without a crutch. The unconditional faith and trust that nothing bad will ever happen to me. The sense of adventure each new day held.

Oh yeah, and also my dad’s confidence in me. Me, the fragile, tender, delicate thing.

Ugh.

Dad’s blank stare is gone as quickly as it came, replaced by a smile. Not the smile he used to have with me, the one that made me feel special, the one that never left, even when I screwed up. No, this is the official smile.

The President’s smile. 

He squeezes my shoulder once. “We’ll see you later, Alix.”

“Sure,” I say, keeping my eyes down. Or not.

Dad drops his hand fast, like he can’t stand touching me, but I’m still pretty sure that this little caress of his handicapped daughter in her wheelchair has already bought him some votes from the right wing for whatever election comes next. 

That’s all that counts, right?

I huff to myself. 

A year ago, my life would’ve still been considered normal for a sixteen-year-old, at least from my point of view. Going to school, taking a couple of advanced college classes to keep me from getting bored, working on one or two of my inorganic chemistry experiments, maybe even spending some time researching bioluminescent plants. Nerdy? Sure, but for me the usual. 

If I had it my way, I’d be in one of Harvard’s libraries right now or programming computer code in my dorm room. Goodbye to that future. I knew the moment Dad entered the race that any chance of “normal” I might’ve had was gone; I just never imagined that would also apply to our relationship.

Whatever. Self-pity has never helped anybody, yet it seems to be all I’ve left.

Sunglass-guy turns my wheelchair around and gets the limousine’s door for me. Using all the strength I have, I push myself up into a standing position, for a moment so distracted by my misery I forget about my left leg. Before I can realize my mistake, my weak knee buckles underneath me and my body responds to the siren call of gravity, a force of exactly nine-point-eight-one meter per second squared about to introduce my face to the asphalt. 

Sunglass-guy lunges forward, his quick grasp saving me from toppling over.

“Whoa—thanks!” With all the cameras on me, there’s no doubt I would’ve become an instant viral internet sensation, and not the fun kind. I’m awkward on my best day, and I never said that day was today.

Sunglass-guy nods once, but keeps his hand wrapped around my biceps until I’m seated in the car. Can’t say I mind it at this point. After sixteen years with two healthy legs, it’s not the easiest task to be reduced to one healthy and one basically useless leg. The last year was rough. I’m still taking too many things for granted, like being able to shift weight onto my left leg. Sucks getting used to being a crip— 

Sigh.

My hands shake when I buckle myself in, but for a whole different reason.

Deep breaths, Alix.

Nothing is going to happen. Just because I’m in another town car doesn’t mean we’ll have an accident. This seat belt will hold.

Tackling that resistant buckle like a physics problem, I talk myself through the process that used to be second nature, at least before flashbacks and a shattered spine.

With a click, I buckle myself in, mind and logic winning over panic and memories, and not a moment later, the car creeps forward at a snail’s pace. Although the way out of the area in front of the Capitol building is cleared, Sunglass-guy is taking it easy. Nobody wants to see the First Daughter flee the scene, or her driver smash into an overeager journalist. 

I crane my neck and look out the window. Sam must be somewhere close by; he’d be his dad’s shadow on a day like this. Unfortunately, shadows are tough to spot on a cloudy day, so no luck. Disappointed, I lean back into the soft cushioned seats and take a deep breath. I would’ve loved to at least sneak a peek at him. 

As soon as we’re moving and the noise of the crowd becomes more a rumbling in the background, all tension leaves my body. I chuckle once to myself. Well, considering this was my first major outing after months of physical therapy, I held up pretty well.

My gaze drifts and follows the people we pass, then the houses and the stopped traffic, not seeing a thing. It all blurs together into colors and nothingness, until I realize we’re driving into the wrong direction. 

“Excuse me?” I lean a bit toward the center to catch Sunglass-guy’s attention in the rearview mirror. “I’m not supposed to go to the White House. I need to get home, please.” Home as is for another few days before my parents have settled enough to have me move into the White House with them, that is. I wish I could stay at home, but no. Since Dad vetoed Harvard, it was either a boarding school in Switzerland to work on my college credits, or coming to the White House, and that decision was easy. I can work on my credits from here, I don’t need a Swiss boarding school. Would look bad on my CV, as if I needed academic help. Puh-lease.

Silence is the only answer I get from the front. That and the limousine speeding up.

I try again. “I’m not going to the White House ceremony, I’m supposed to—”

We turn the corner into the underground parking garage close to the White House perimeter so sharply, I’m thrown against the door. My shoulder hits the frame and a little squeak breaks free from my throat. “Ow! Geez!”

The car doesn’t slow. As if Sunglass-guy had confused the pedals, he instead speeds us up, circling us down the ramp at a dizzying velocity. 

I know what’s going to happen before my body reacts to the sensation of being thrown into my seatbelt. From one second to another, my heart beats so fast it’s close to not pumping any blood at all. The outskirts of my vision turn black, and none of the wheezy breaths I take are bringing enough oxygen to my lungs. 

“Oh, no.” 

Of course, the erratic driving would trigger memories of my accident. 

Flying glass, screeching metal, blinding pain. 

“Stop,” I croak, one hand at my throat. “Stop.”

We don’t stop. Nope. We keep spiraling downwards farther and farther, until we hit an empty level.

But still we don’t slow down.

Not even when we’re approaching the wall at the far end.

Holy cow! He must be crazy.

Sunglass-guy accelerates even more, inertia pushing me into the seat and bile up my throat. 

“Wallwallwallwallwall!” I lift my hands to brace myself for the impact as the engine whines in a high pitch and races us toward the wall. 

This cannot be happening. 

Finally, fate is going to finish the job she started a year ago: I’m going to die. Ironically, it’s again in one of Dad’s cars.

Some sick little voice inside my head counts down the seconds until impact for me. Who knew that was a feature that came with imminent death? 

Four, three, two, one… I hold my breath, arms outstretched, pushing myself back into the seat and preparing for the inevitable impact—

And with a flash of light, we drive right through the wall. 

One second later, the limousine comes to a screeching and sudden halt. Inertia throws me forward into my seatbelt so hard, an oomph-sound leaves my throat. 

The engine’s hum fades, giving way to an eerie stillness that sends shivers down my spine.

What in the name of all that’s holy just happened here?


CHAPTER TWO

Game Changer
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My mind is trapped somewhere between the horrors of reliving my accident and the wonders of surviving breaking through a wall. Or driving through it. Or whatever happened.

Fate didn’t claim me, for the second time.

Every breath I suck in is rapid and shallow. My hands shake. A drop of sweat trickles its way down my neck.

In the front, Sunglass-guy exits the car as if nothing happened. 

The door on my left opens and he holds out his hand for me, waiting.

And waiting.

My chest cramps from the force of my pounding heart. Yeah, no. I’m not taking his hand, sorry, not sorry. Not going to.

Sunglass-guy sighs and squeezes his wide frame into the rear of the limousine. Before I know it, I’m unbuckled and cradled in his arms like a baby.

Excuse me? “Let go! I can—” The rest of my protest gets stuck in my throat as soon as my head clears the frame.

Our sleek, black car is parked parallel to the wall in front of three traffic cones in the middle of a big office room, complete with polished wooden floors, an old-fashioned looking huge desk with file cabinets on one side, and a couch, chair, and coffee table on the other. 

Skid marks scar the otherwise spotless floors, all more or less on top of each other, and all coming from… the completely intact wall behind the limousine.

My mouth drops open.

“What the heck is going on here?” Despite being so close, I doubt Sunglass-guy heard me.

He lowers me onto the couch, and I push myself farther back into the cushions, creating distance.

“What. Is. Going. On. Here,” I repeat, but don’t get rewarded with an answer. Great. That makes me feel better, really.

With a few long strides, this mountain of a man crosses the room toward a door on the far end of the room and presses a button next to it. 

“She’s here.”

She’s here. Could we be any more ominous if we tried? I stuff my hands under my thighs, but they keep shaking.

Sunglass-guy moves aside the moment the door opens and a lone figure steps into the office.

I don’t know what I expected. Dr. Evil? An Alien? A Man in Black?

Nope. It’s a guy, maybe early twenties if that, dressed in casual jeans and a loose Abercrombie sweater. His dark blond hair is tousled and messy. Could be carefully styled into a bed-head or just unkempt, tough to say.

He comes straight toward me, smile wide and eyes bright, both hands outstretched. “Alix. I’m so happy to finally meet you. I hope the trip here—” His brows scrunch together as he gives me the once-over. “Dimitri.” He sighs. “What did you do to her?”

Sunglass-guy shrugs. “Nothing.”

“Nothing as in you didn’t give her a heads-up for the wall?”

Another shrug.

Abercrombie-guy rolls his eyes and focuses on me again, pulling both my hands out from under my thighs to shake them.

“Anyway. Alix, welcome to the Eagle’s Lair, your new workplace.”

Uhh, what?

He looks at me all expectantly for a moment before realization dawns on his face. He drops one of my hands and smacks himself into the forehead. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m two steps ahead mentally. I’ve read so much about you I forgot you know nothing about me. Ian Donckers. I’m with the PRICS-Division. We’ll be working together.”

Pricks wha—

His smile catches me off guard—warm and genuine, it lights up his whole face. Wait, he’s actually happy to see me? Why?

Before I can ponder that puzzling question, I make the rookie mistake of meeting his gaze. Green eyes. Like, impossibly green eyes. And now my face is burning, because apparently my body has forgotten how to act normal around attractive people. Not that I was the life of the party before my accident, but maybe that year at home didn’t help my social skills. 

Luckily for me Abercrombie-guy—Ian Donckers—talks over my mortifying blush. 

“I know you must have a lot of questions, but maybe it would be easier if I explained a little before we get that tackled. Something to drink?” 

“S-sure. Cherry Coke? Please?” My voice does an unhealthy squeak at the end of the sentence I wish it didn’t do, but that’s me, Awkward-Alix. Hi, nice to meet you.

With a couple of long strides, Donckers walks around the coffee table and across the room to the opposite side of our pseudo-crash entrance. Instead of opening a fridge though he places his palm on what looks like an ordinary glass panel integrated into the wall. The surface illuminates with a soft blue glow, creating intricate patterns across his skin.

My jaw drops. “Is that—”

“Biometric security, correct.” His eyes light up with an enthusiasm that makes him unfairly adorable. “Fingerprints aren’t foolproof. Neither are palm prints. This system analyzes blood-flow patterns, micro-movements, and even electrical signals from nerve endings. Impossible to fool with synthetic prints.”

My inner tech nerd brings out the confetti gun. That’s cutting edge—no, beyond that! “Bioelectric signal detection… Are you using some kind of quantum tunneling microscope? Or how else would you get—” 

He turns to me with such joy on his face I momentarily forget how to finish my sentence. “Exactly! Most people miss that completely!” He runs a hand through his hair, looking both excited and slightly sheepish. “I actually developed a new type of scanning technology that combines quantum sensing with AI processing. It can map the three-dimensional structure of tissue down to the cellular level.”

No way! “But the processing power needed for real-time analysis…” I tilt my head and tap my chin, mind racing through calculations. “Unless you figured out a way to—”

“Compress the quantum data streams using neural networks?” He nods, looking at me like I’m the most fascinating person he’s ever met. “You, Alix Forrester, are living up to your reputation. I read about the Manshield Hypothesis you disproved during the World Math Olympics when you were what, twelve or so? Your approach was truly fascinating.”

Wait, people actually know me for that stupid Math Olympics? He knows me for that? Sam said I rocked it, but no one at my school even acknowledged I won. It was too nerdy for a school that thrived on football and cheerleading.

A soft whir interrupts my thoughts and a panel below the palm reader pops open. I honestly hadn’t seen it before, it blended into the wall. Ian Donckers fishes for a Coke and a water and closes the panel door again.

A small little laugh bursts from my throat.

“What?” He cocks a curious eyebrow at me.

“You have the most sophisticated biometric security for a fancy fridge?” Talk about overkill, anybody?

Donckers smirks and shrugs his shoulders. “We use it elsewhere, too, but this was the first place I tried it out when I developed it. Seemed appropriate, since somebody was guzzling my water. Dimitri.” He coughs out the last word, then shoots a glance over at the ginormous bodyguard.

All Sunglass-guy does is raise an eyebrow. Guess he doesn’t feel too guilty.

I accept the Cherry Coke from Donckers, trying very hard to not notice how our fingers brush during the handoff.

“But anyway, I digress,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck, “sorry. Got carried away. It’s not often somebody actually understands the technical aspects. Most people’s eyes glaze over the moment I mention quantum anything.” 

I pop open my Coke and decide to put on my big girl pants and not talk around the issue. “So you thought abducting the newly-elected President’s daughter and driving her into an underground dungeon would be cool so you’d have somebody to chat about this?”

Donckers flinches. “Well. No. Apologies. An unfortunate side effect of our location.” He sighs. “Let me give you an intro to the next four years of your life and help you understand. This is the Eagle’s Lair, home of PRICS, which stands for Presidential Reconnaissance and Information Collection Service.” He counts off every letter on the fingers of his right hand.

PRICS.

I cut an eye at him. “PRICS. You’re kidding me.” Who comes up with an acronym like that? I’m sure there’s an app for that, for crying out loud.

He wrinkles his nose. “I know, right? Give me five minutes and I’d have ten better names than that, even without tasking AI, but anyway. We’re a secret organization and a covert branch of the Secret Service with the sole and single purpose of making the President’s life safer. Yes, I know, we already protect your father with bodyguards etcetera; but what we do—what you will do—they can’t. We—you—can find out information, straight from the source, and help the President where they can’t. And of, course, we have much better tech gadgets.” He winks at me.

A secret branch of the Secret Service. 

Hidden under the White House. 

Part of me wants to dismiss it as fake, but then my gaze darts to the wall that’s in one freakin’ piece and over to the fancy fridge on the other wall. Location and high-tech gadgets suggest government, so I’m okay buying that part of his story, but…

The part he said about me, about me helping the President? Me, helping Dad?

A dry chuckle breaks free from my throat. 

Right. 

People have come up with better ideas for being punk’d. 

Donckers’ forehead scrunches up. “What?”

I don’t even know where to start. “The word helping implies action, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but that ship has sailed for me.” I nod toward the car where Sunglass— Dimitri has unloaded my wheelchair from the trunk. “And even if that didn’t matter, I’m not the right person for the Secret Service. My dad doesn’t discuss his work with me.” And at this point, he wouldn’t put enough faith in me to make it through the day on my own, let alone work for the Secret Service. 

I take a sip of my Coke, hoping it will push down the lump of inadequacy lodged in my throat. 

Donckers leans forward, resting his forearms on his legs. “Alix, no, that’s not it. We have the Secret Service for active protection. We need you simply because you are you. You’re our biggest asset, our inconspicuous pair of eyes nobody expects. We’re playing on your alibi as First Daughter. Not even your father will know that you’re with us. All we need you to do is keep an eye on him—or his visitors—when we need you to. You are our connection between Leo Forrester, the President, and Leo Forrester, the private person.” He gestures around the room. “This was all built for you. Well, not you specifically, but decades ago for the current President’s kid or kids, as long as they’re over sixteen and willing to join. This term it’s going to be you, Alix.” 

A small flutter comes to life deep down in my chest. Me watching over Dad… He used to be the most important person in my life, and maybe… maybe it’s pathetic, but maybe if he saw me more and realized that inside I was still the same old Alix, even if the outside was weak and broken… 

The flutter is getting bigger, warmer. 

We were such a great team before my accident. Maybe we could get back to that. He could be proud of me again, and not just ashamed of his little handicapped daughter. Heck, I’d be happy if he didn’t see me as a failure anymore. If I took this job—

Wait. What did Donckers say? I cock my head. “My dad won’t know I’m with the Secret Service?”

“No. His reflex would be to protect you and keep you out of the loop, and that’s exactly what we can’t have. We need you because you have 24/7 access to him. You can go where Secret Service can’t. You can ask questions and pick his brain, all without arising suspicion. And you can accompany him on trips to gather information. That, by the way is the emphasis here: Gathering information. Inconspicuously, because”—he lifts his fingers for an air quote—“you’re just a teenager. But then, also his daughter.” 

I huff to myself. Great. So no matter what I do for him, he’ll still be babying useless little me. “How can that even be legal?” Recruiting me without Dad’s knowledge, that’s so spy-movie.

“It’s a legal grey zone, but make no mistake, it is perfectly legit. We couldn’t exist otherwise. And, Alix, we’re not putting you in danger. All we need is passive acquisition, you listening, you keeping an eye out when you accompany your father on trips. You’re perfect for us. A genius-level First Daughter—of course you’d be interested in your father’s work and ask questions, and that’s exactly the kind of intel we might one day need to help protect your father.”

Meaning, I’m special? Yeah, I wish. Special was when I was about to embark on my PhD. Now special means Dad wants to cut my meal in pieces for me. Acid burns up my throat, as every time when my thoughts drift into this direction. It’s not easy turning from a teen-prodigy into a moody cripple, but I’ve done it spectacularly well.

The longer I’m silent, the more Donckers relaxes back into the cushions of his chair, taking a sip of his tea.

“Intrigued?” His voice is warm and soft, soothing somehow.

Something inside of me cramps up and breaks open. Dang it. I nod. 

His lips curl up on one side, giving him a mischievous expression. “I knew it would be up your alley. And you needn’t worry. Like I said, you’re not going to be an active field agent, we’d get in a buttload of trouble if we exposed the First Daughter to anything dangerous. It’s all brain work, Alix.” He taps a finger against his temple. “That’s your thing. But we also have a bonus for you.” He opens a small drawer inside the coffee table and takes out a file folder, laying it down in the middle between us. “This is my treatment plan for you. You work for us, we fix your leg.”

My mouth drops open. “Fix my—?”

“Correct.”

I refuse to let the tiny spark of hope grow bigger. “But it’s irreparable damage to the spinal cord.”

“An implanted microchip. This is top secret and the newest of the new. We’re the government, Alix. And we’re good. Well, I’m good.” The slight blush creeping up his neck makes him look quite endearing. Stop it, Alix. Focus on the tech, not the tech expert. 

He gives the folder a slight shove toward me, a welcome reason to drop my gaze from his before I blush worse than he does. 

I take the folder and flip it open. Page after page is filled with medical descriptions and reports of my spine and leg, some of them I understand, some I don’t. Having a mom who’s a doctor only gets you so far in terms of absorbing medical knowledge, despite being really good at science. 

On my first cursory glance, I’d say everything is here. Reports, scans, results.

A shiver runs down my back. “Where’d you get that?”

“Please.” Donckers huffs. “We deal with intelligence. A medical record isn’t a problem.”

Oh. Well, true. 

I turn toward the last pages. A microchip, a splint… and four little words that make my heart skip a beat, no matter how cool I’m trying to play it: Final strength 99-100%

I let go of a slow breath through pursed lips. “Where’s the catch?”

“No catch.” Donckers shakes his head. “You work for us, we fix you. If you want to. You don’t work for us we drop you off at home with a mild sedative that will make you forget this encounter. Matrix-style.”

And then I won’t get my leg fixed. There’s the catch. “That’s blackmail.”

“No, that’s the secrecy of our job and our technology. Unfortunately.” The way he says it, I believe him, he’s sorry. Doesn’t change the choice I have to make, though. 

I close my eyes, still holding on to the folder as if it was the Holy Grail.

Donckers taps my knee twice, and I open my eyes. “More info, to help you make up your mind. Data helps, right?” He gives me a small encouraging smile, and when I nod, carries on. “Agent Waterhouse is the head of PRICS and our immediate supervisor in the Secret Service.” He nods at the wall behind his desk. Only now do I notice a framed, official looking picture of my dad with a plaque on the bottom, complete with his name, title, and the Presidential Seal.

The picture Donckers referred to is about a foot below Dad’s, showing a man in his mid-fifties with eyes so watery and droopy he reminds me of a sad beagle. The permanent scowl frozen into his features deepens the lines that crisscross his face like the Amazon River, adding to that impression. 

Floyd Waterhouse, Director, PRICS, it reads under the picture. 

Donckers folds his hands on top of his knees. “We’ll both be reporting to Waterhouse, but most of the time, it’ll just be you and me. Well, every day basically, since I’ll be with you under the pretense of being your teacher.” 

My jaw drops. “Wait, you’re going to be my teacher?” Not the old guy Dad introduced me to a while ago, the teacher who didn’t even know what CRISPR was when he asked about the paper I was reading, but Donckers? Green-eyes Donckers? I blush, but so does he.

“Uhh, yes. Me. Usually it would be Waterhouse training our PRICS-Agents, but with your genius-level we needed to crank it up, and that would be me.”

“But you’re barely older—”

“Twenty-one. And I invented the biometric security. The Holographic Wall.” He gestures toward the high-tech fridge, then the intact wall behind the car. “And most of your chip.” Another nod indicates the medical chart on the table in front of me.

Whoops. My cheeks burn. Never judge a book by its cover. One should think I had internalized that lesson, but maybe I’m becoming a bit rusty when it comes to being open-minded.

I suck in my lower lip. “Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. You and I both know what being underestimated feels like.” He takes a sip of his water, and I do the same with my Coke. Awkward. I don’t think anyone would underestimate me right now, that’s how low I’ve sunken over the last year, pulled down by the weight of Dad’s candidacy. I knew there were going to be sacrifices along the way, I just never imagined I was one of them.

Your dad’s late. He sent a car to pick you up.

Yeah, and after the accident, he couldn’t even see how much I needed some kind of control, some kind of success. No. Despite me begging to go, he pulled me from Harvard. The White House will be perfect for your needs, he said. That, or the Swiss boarding school.

Right.

My needs. As if he knew at this point what they were. Hint: It’s not a wheelchair accessible room and automatic doors.

Losing Dad’s support ranks at a clear ten out of ten on those stupid pain scales the doctors shoved in my face every day after my accident, and it broke something inside me. Exit confidence; enter fear. I’m scared where I wasn’t scared before, worried life is going to slip away from me, and then I’m gone—boom. Done. Nothing is guaranteed in life, not even life itself.

Not even the love from your family.

Ironically, while Dad kept me home to be closer, I’m still not getting much of a family. Dad’s too busy, and Mom… we’re getting better, but we’re nowhere near where I was with Dad.

Donckers leans back into his seat. “You’re going to love PRICS, Alix. It should be right up your alley. Imagine all the gadgets, all the options right at your fingertips.” He wiggles his fingers at me. “We’re set up deep under the White House. A secret passage connects our classroom with the Eagle’s Lair down here, where we’ll do most of your training and your treatment plus the physical therapy afterwards, for that matter.” He points at the chart between us.

“Also, political sciences, code reading, covert operation training, theoretical tactical training—need I say more? You’re going to love it.” He smiles. The enthusiasm radiating off him is contagious. 

I haven’t loved anything for a long while now, but I can’t help but smile back. Maybe… maybe I am going to love it. What did my life have to offer since the accident? 

Nothing.

Nothing but frustration and feeling like I didn’t only lose the ability to walk, but also to live. 

I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with air for the first time in what feels like months. “It’ll help my dad?”

“PRICS is invaluable to the President. To the outside, you’re ‘just’ the President’s daughter and living your ‘normal’ life, but you’ll be collecting information when we need you to. We’re banking on you being our spy on the inside. We can’t do this without you.”

I’ll take that as a yes.

Helping Dad.

Being important to him again and not just a raging disappointment. Which, yes, I know, is more his issue than mine, but I can’t help feel the same. I’m disappointed in me as well, but the simple thought of helping Dad sparks something inside of me that’s been dead for the better part of last year.

It’s absolutely crazy.

Impossible.

A game changer.

I look straight up into the expectant green eyes across from me.

Definitely a game changer.

One more deep breath. 

“I’m in.”


CHAPTER THREE

Determination
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Three hours later, I’d take the spy gig any time of the day even if it came without benefits and against the will of my complete family.

Anything is better than going to a ball. In a dress. On crutches.

Alas, I’m ready to party.

Yay.

Donckers and Dimitri dropped me off back home about half an hour after I signed my life over to PRICS, and Dimitri, from now on my official personal Secret Service agent and shadow 24/7, is going to pick me up for the Inauguration Ball in less than ten minutes.

Maybe I should treat this as my first mission and just get through it, because… I’m a spy now. Agent Forrester, Secret Service agent.

Whoa. Unbelievable. And quite the ego-boost, I gotta say. The last year has cost me much of my vibe. Funny how that goes once external validation is gone. I give myself a thumbs-up in the mirror: Not a typical spy, but not too bad either. Linda has done her best to work my hair into some kind of fancy do that definitely beats my usual brown, rather limp ponytail. A dash of the so far unused perfume Mom got me for my last birthday surrounds me with a scent of lilacs. 

The Inauguration Ball is a big deal, which is the only reason why I’m not fighting wearing a dress too much. I tried to talk Mom and Linda out of it, but didn’t stand a chance. And, at least somewhere in the back of my mind, I agree with them. Not because I want to dress up, but because if I don’t, it’ll be another score for Gianna, and another loss for me.

I blow a raspberry at the mirror.

Gianna. 

I’m afraid there’s no way around her and her flawless persona tonight, no matter what. I wish I had more practice with public events, but I don’t. Months of rehab kept me out of fundraising and campaigning, and while I would love to outshine Gianna at least somewhere, this isn’t it. Because Gianna will be perfect, as always.

The President’s daughter? That’s the oddball over there, but look at the Vice President’s daughter, now she’s a confident young lady…

I make a face at myself.

Whatever. 

The doorbell rings. My ride’s here.

Grabbing my crutches, I hobble downstairs, ignoring Dimitri’s outstretched hand. I got this. Linda gives me one small kiss on the forehead before she closes the door behind me. I’m going to miss her when I move to the White House, and for the umpteenth time, I wish she’d come with us. She’s been our housekeeper since before I was born. She’s more a grandma to me than anything else.

Dimitri and I spend most of the drive to the Inauguration Ball in silence. Here we are, two members of the secret PRICS-Division, one of us a silent mountain of a man, the other a teenager. I shake my head to myself. A legal grey-zone. Off presidential access—so secret, not even the President knows about it.

That part sucks. Dad won’t even know what I’m doing for him. Still. If I can help him, I will. Just because he lost all faith in me doesn’t mean I lost of all of mine in him.

No, not quite. I’ve got his back.

Dimitri throws a look at me via the rearview mirror. “Tonight, and whenever we’re out of the White House, you can move freely and do all you want to, but I’ll stay one step behind you, or lead the way when out in the open. I’ll clear the bathrooms before you go in and will wait outside until you are done. Under no circumstances are you going to leave my sight. Questions?”

First Daughter Safety 1-0-1, alright. “Okay, sounds good to me.” I think I’m going to like Dimitri. Anybody who dishes it out straight is on my good side. What is he anyway, in his late twenties? Tough to say with that aura of scruffiness around him, but yeah, probably late twenties.

Dimitri nods curtly. “Good.” 

I guess I’ll get used to all that First-Daughter stuff when it actually happens.

Not even a minute later, we pull up in front of the Washington Convention Center. The press is everywhere, turning the night into a thunderstorm of flash photography. I swallow hard. That’s a tad too much attention for me. I’d prefer to never see a single newspaper report with my picture in it ever again.

Presidential Candidate’s Daughter in Critical Condition after Accident.

Senator Forrester’s Daughter’s Spine Broken: Paralyzed Forever? 

As if he had read my thoughts, Dimitri drives us to the rear entrance protected by at least a million Secret Service agents in black suits with scowls on their faces. But: At least no press.

Dimitri gets out, walks over to the curbside, holds open the door for me, and helps me get out without looking like a dork. The crutches tend to have that effect on me. All agents step aside for us, be it because of me or because of Dimitri, and a minute later, he has supported me through a metal detector and we’re in, at my first official event as the United States’ First Daughter and soon-to-be-spy for the Secret Service. 
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The inside of the WCC is so beautifully decorated, it takes my breath away. It looks regal, somehow. I must say, the Presidential Inaugural Committee did a fantastic job.

American flags embellish everything. White curtains are drawn back on all doors and windows, giving the whole inside the appearance of a castle rather than a convention center. The stage at the far end has the Presidential Seal and Dad’s name on the blue wall behind it as well as on the floor. 

It’s crowded already and people are in a good mood. Music plays, inviting guests to dance, and most of those who do hold on to a glass of something. My entrance is mostly unnoticed—or that’s what I think until someone yells my name. 

“Alix! Alix!” 

My stomach lurches with anticipation when I look around, trying to find the owner of the voice I’d recognize anywhere. Eventually, I see a hand waving out of the crowd about five meters away.

Yes! “Sam,” I yell and wave back to him. Unhooking myself from Dimitri’s support, I limp toward Sam on a single crutch. My beacon of light. I was so hoping to see him here. 

Sam opens his arms for me and I fall into his tight hug. Makes my night, for sure. He smells good, a little bit spicy, but with a certain sweetness to it. Very Sam-like. Always with a whiff of butterscotch, for whatever reason. 

I pull away before I enjoy his embrace for too long and it becomes awkward. “Wow, Sam.” I scan him over from head to toe. “You clean up nicely.” And that’s an understatement. Sam is a good lookin’ guy by default, but in his tuxedo… He looks like a younger version of his dad, Oliver Brooks, my father’s oldest friend and newly minted Chief of Staff. Like his father, he has the same impressive height and presence that makes people stop and notice. But while he has his dad’s striking features, his mom’s genes show through, too—in his warm, brown skin tone and the unruly waves that never quite stay where he wants them to.

Sam tugs on his dress jacket, a lopsided grin popping up on his face. “Whatcha gonna do? I guess I better get used to suits anyway if I want to get a foot in the door.”

“Still planning to be a Junior Intern?” I ask. Typical Sam-thing: Full-steam ahead.

“Well, I’d prefer to be a full-fledged Intern, but that’s not going to happen until the summer. Gotta be eighteen.” He rolls his eyes. “But on the other hand, I want to get a feel for the White House and a head start so I can rock this thing once I’m official.” He cracks his knuckles, and the lopsided grin turns into a full-blown version, complete with dimples in both cheeks. My heart stumbles a bit.

Sam is the biggest reason why I regret not being on the campaign trail, and the biggest plus of not moving off to Harvard. Or the boarding school, for that matter.

I adjust my crutch. Should’ve taken both. “You’re really putting pre-Law on pause in exchange for interning? You got into Georgetown, Sam.” Thanks to early decision and a perfect GPA, Sam’s life would be mapped out already, if it wasn’t for the minor distraction of Dad’s presidency. But then again, it was kind of clear he couldn’t let that opportunity pass. Having been with the campaign since the early beginning, Sam worked his way up to becoming one of our dads’ most valuable staff members. Cue dinners at our place when his and my dad were working late and Sam’s mom couldn’t pick him up.

Sam waves my comment off. “Yeah, I know. My mom got all excited when that letter came. But honestly? I’m almost eighteen, and I’ve been working at the campaign for so long, it’s part of my life. Plus, your dad just got elected President of the United States. President!” His eyes take on a far-away expression, one I’m only too familiar with when he talks about my dad. My rudimentary psych skills have long analyzed Sam’s fixation on Dad. Easy. To Sam, Dad has become the role model his own father couldn’t be; not after a divorce and leaving Sam and his older sister without a good-bye and without a single hello or phone call for over a year.

Bridges burned during that year, and only lately have they begun to rebuild them, one weight-bearing pillar at a time.

So yes, for the last couple of years, Dad has been the mentor Sam’s been missing. Would be nice though if he were less fan-boyish toward my dad, and maybe more toward me.

My face bursts into flames. 

I didn’t just think that.

Sam raises a shoulder, thank God oblivious to the thoughts running through my head. “This is the experience of a lifetime for me. For the next years, I’m going to be closer than a shadow to your dad. That’s worth way more in terms of experience than I’d be getting by attending pre-law. Also looks better on my CV.” He grins and so do I, although it’s forced.

Strikes me as a bit unfair that my resume just took a severe hit from the same thing that’s boosting Sam’s, but—

“Ah, Alix! Good to see you, girl.” Somebody claps my shoulder from behind so hard, only Sam’s quick reaction and hold on my arm keep me from losing balance.

James DiBiaso, newly elected Vice President, greets me with a face-splitting beam showing way too many teeth. In the hand not assaulting my shoulder he cradles a glass of champagne. Right behind him follows a blonde girl my age in a tight, curve-hugging black dress that emphasizes every curve of her voluptuous body like she stepped off the pages of a magazine.

That moment in front of my mirror when I thought I looked if not good, then at least okay?

Gone.

Gianna DiBiaso smiles in my direction, but I don’t fall for it. Her eyes are on Sam, not on me.

I straighten up, tightening the arm that I’ve put through his for support. Pathetic, I know, but I can’t help it. This little move is all the powerplay I got. 

Surprisingly, not only does Gianna look good tonight; even her dad looks energetic and fit—not easy to pull off given his age and all the stress of the last campaign months. I guess the white hair is courtesy of raising two kids into adulthood and then having latecomer Gianna. She’d suck the life out of anyone.

The new VP gives me a careful hug, which is difficult, because Sam still hasn’t let go of me. Compared to Sam, DiBiaso doesn’t smell half as nice. Some old man aftershave mixed with something strong like whiskey. 

I’m not a big fan of hugging people, with the exception being Sam, who’s allowed to hug me any time of the day. With DiBiaso, a handshake would have been fine with me. 

And that’s exactly what I get from Gianna—after she pulls Sam into a hug that lasts way too long. “Good to see you, Sam,” she purrs so low it’s close to inaudible through the background noise.

“You too, Gianna,” Sam replies a tad too friendly for my taste, and while I would like to look and see if he’s giving her the same smile I got when I came in, her dad’s hold on my shoulders keeps me from that.

“So good to see you here, Alix. Really. Gianna and I missed you at so many of these events.” While DiBiaso actually looks like he means what he says, Gianna hasn’t taken her eyes off Sam so far, or even acknowledged my presence besides that cool handshake. Maybe she doesn’t like me because her dad does and always has, ever since the beginning of the campaign. She probably has spoiled-princess-syndrome, or something.

DiBiaso overacts a dramatic sigh. “What a day, isn’t it? You must be so proud of your dad. He’s done a phenomenal job winning the American people. You and I know how much time went into this.” 

My smile falters a bit. Oh, don’t I know it.

“But: he has won in a landslide. We basically own Congress now.” 

Exactly what Dad said. “Yes, Mr. Vice President, you do own Congress now.”

“Oh, come on, Alix, ‘Mr. Vice President?’ You can still call me James. We’ve known each other for a while now.” He taps me playfully on the nose. I fight the urge to recoil. Seriously? What am I, five?

Next to Sam, Gianna suppresses a smile.

Before I can come up with an answer that isn’t disrespectful, some older gentleman sticks his hand in DiBiaso’s face. “Mr. Vice President, it’s an honor. George McFeeble, one of your biggest supporters. If I may?”

And just like that, Mr. McFeeble has directed the VP’s attention away from me and toward his smart phone: Selfie-time.

The music transitions to a faster beat, energizing the crowd around us. We’re possibly the only ones not dancing, not that I could, but—

“May I have this dance?” Gianna curtsies in front of Sam, a bright sparkle in her eyes I know mine could never give off.

Sam chuckles, and I basically die right there and then.

“My Lady,” he answers, working on a Southern drawl, “I appreciate the offer, but for tonight I’m taken.” Casually, he lays his other hand over mine hooked through his arm, and it’s all I can do to not twitch from the sudden jolt of electricity shooting through me.

Gianna smooths her dress down her hips, emphasizing her curves. “What a pity, Sam. You deserve to have some fun too, you know?” She gives me a cool glance replaced by a much warmer and cuter smile when she looks back at Sam. “Next time?”

Sam nods once. “Next time.”

DiBiaso and his biggest supporter weave their way through the crowd toward the bar at the other end of the room. Gianna throws a glance after them before she takes two quick, dancing steps and wraps her arms around Sam’s neck. “Don’t be a stranger.”

He hugs her back with one arm, smiling under his breath. “You know I won’t.”

To my astonishment, Gianna wraps me into an embrace too—only not a tight one with lots of body contact like with Sam, but one of those pseudo-embraces, with about a mile between us.

Still, it’s close enough for her to whisper in my ear. “You better make the best out of your time here, Alix. I’d be so much better at this than you are, and we both know it.” Before I have a chance to even register what that’s supposed to mean, she pulls back with an exaggerated girlie kiss into the air next to my cheek. She throws her hair over her shoulder, turns on her heels, and is swallowed by the dancing audience a second later.

I stare after her, open mouthed. What in the name of…? 

Sam’s quiet laugh breaks the tension. “It’s okay. You can let go, she’s gone.” He gives my hand a little nudge.

“Huh?” I blink twice. What?

Ever so gently, Sam loosens my fingers clenched around his forearm. “Still don’t like her, do you?” he asks quietly.

I blush. How embarrassing. “No. Not really. Feeling’s mutual though.” I’m pretty sure she hates me. Or no, not true. I’m so far out of her league, she doesn’t even take me seriously. That’s more like it.

Sam huffs. “Well, guess we both have one DiBiaso we don’t care for that much.” He pats my loosened hand again, and while all I want is to enjoy the sensation of his skin on mine, his phrasing ruins that for me.

One DiBiaso we don’t care for that much.

Him and the VP don’t get along at all for whatever reason—but does that mean he does care for the other DiBiaso, I.e., for Gianna? 

Please no. He can’t be into Gianna. Not after he… Oh, whatever. He held my hand once, one day after dinner at our place a couple of months ago.

Once.

Sometimes I think I made it all up, but I have witnesses. 

Mom saw it.

Dad saw it, right before they both jumped back into work mode.

Sam held my hand once and never again.

Yeah, that doesn’t exactly grant me girlfriend rights. It’s more like support by a friend than a romantic gesture. Just my luck.

I’m in the middle of a mental huge cringe when Sam tugs on my arm twice. “Your dad’s going to arrive pretty soon. We should go backstage.”

For our family’s great entrance. The First Family of the United States.

Yay. So excited.

Sam leads me through the crowd and toward the little door hidden behind blue curtains and guarded by more Secret Service agents. One curt nod of Dimitri’s is all the open sesame we need, and then we’re in, quiet hallway and smell of sweaty socks included. And we’re not a moment too early.

Down the hallway, maybe thirty meters away from us, the presidential entourage marches in our direction: an armada of black-suited agents, a red dot of color—Mom in her evening gown—and smack in the middle a head of short brown-grey hair that makes Dad look distinguished, as Linda says.

All that’s missing is a slo-mo shot to establish their super-hero status.

Once they reach the area close to the stage entrance it’s pretty crowded in this narrow hallway.

“Alix, Sam. Sorry it took us so long to make it here, we were running late since someone broke through the perimeter during our walk to the White House. Naked, by the way.” My mother tucks a lock of hair back into her do.

Come again? I probably didn’t hear that right. “Excuse me, what exactly happened?”

Of course I get ignored. Dad straightens his tie and holds out a hand to Sam. “Sam, good to see you,” he says over my head. “Thanks for coming here tonight and taking care of Alix.” They shake hands and Sam’s face splits into a wide grin at the same time as mine falls. 

Taking care of Alix. Rather babysitting Alix.

“Anytime, and my pleasure as always, Mr. President.” 

Dad laughs. “Well, that title will take some getting used to.” He winks at Sam, not at me. “By the way, Sam, Alix, meet Floyd Waterhouse, he’s the head of the Secret Service. Everybody else here you should know.” He steps aside, and there he is. Droopy eyes in a sad beagle’s face.

The head of PRICS. 

My boss.

Although my left leg already hurts like someone tried to chop it off, I straighten.

First impressions count.

Completely unaware of Waterhouse’s significance, Sam extends a hand, already the professional he’s going to officially become one day. “Of course, Mr. President. Mr. Waterhouse, nice to meet you.” 

“Likewise.” His voice is a growl more than anything else.

“Alix, Mr. Waterhouse also organized and vetted a new teacher for you.” Impressive how Dad can school his face into a mask of neutrality. I’m sure he wasn’t happy after he hand-selected that older gentleman with the lack of knowledge in current genetic engineering.

Borrowing from Sam’s professionalism, I shake Waterhouse’s hand. “Thank you, Mr. Waterhouse. I appreciate that.” Especially those green eyes.

A muscle in Waterhouse’s jaw ticks. “Of course. A genius to take care of a genius.” His stare bores into me like a drill into plywood, and all of a sudden, I feel like I messed up already.

Fast, purposeful steps approach from the side. “Mr. President?” Everybody’s attention shifts to the tall, bald-shaved African-American man in his late forties, who rocks his tuxedo just as well as his son.

“Oliver,” Dad says with a sigh. “Can’t it wait?”

“Only if you’d like to postpone running the office effectively.” Oliver holds a clipboard and paper under my dad’s nose, and while I know it annoys him, at least it frees me from the looks and attention I don’t know how to handle.

Dad raises an eyebrow. “We can’t do that electronically?”

Oliver shrugs. “Wet signature.”

“Alright then. Pen?” Dad holds his hand open, waiting.

“Uhh…” Patting his pockets, the other man grimaces. “Somewhere. Somewhere. Just had it a minute ago…”

Dad sighs again and takes his own pen from his inside pocket, imported from France and super expensive. “Never mind.” He signs and hands the clipboard back to Oliver, who also reaches for the pen. 

Wrong move. 

Dad snatches it from Oliver’s grasp. “Mine, Oliver. Get your own.” He shoves it back into his pocket with a pointed glance at his Chief of Staff. Like an old couple, those two. What Oliver lacks in terms of focus, Dad makes up times ten. They work well together though. Oliver’s ADHD combined with my dad’s OCD makes for a pretty intense work environment, but also for a very effective one. 

“Excuse me, Mr. President?” Jenna Altman, our newly-minted press secretary, pushes through the crowd of staff and agents. “I’ve got Tim Ribbons here, from the L.A. Times. You promised him an exclusive about the first six hours as an inaugurated president?” She holds an older gentleman by the sleeve of his black suit, his other hand wrapped around the handle of an expensive looking camera with a huge lens on it.

Oliver steps aside and gives Sam a small smile, the only acknowledgment to the fact his son is part of this entourage. 

Dad doesn’t miss a beat. “Of course, Mr. Ribbons.” He shakes the reporter’s hand, although I bet he doesn’t remember anything about that exclusive Jenna mentioned. And he doesn’t have to, that’s what he’s got people for these days.

“An honor to meet you, Mr. President, and congratulations.” Tim Ribbons beams at my dad. “A couple of questions maybe? Before your speech? And then I’ll catch up with you later again?”

“Of course.” Dad is all business. To me, it’s obvious how his shields go up as soon as a reporter is close by. He’s still the open, friendly person they all know, but to me, he’s like a computer with an anti-virus program running in the background: A tad slower with his responses as his brain filters the questions and comes up with the politically correct answers. Nerdy comparison, but true.

“Perfect, perfect. So, as president-elect, what have you been focusing on that you will continue now, even today on the day of your inauguration, if possible?”

Dad tugs on his jacket, straightening it. “Ah, Tim, you know my personal pet peeve, the Genetic Testing Bill. I’m glad we finally got it off the table. The American public is safer for it. Now I want to focus on gender-equal pay and support for families with disabilities—”

“Because of your daughter’s condition?” Tim Ribbons cocks his head to the side, shooting me a sideways glance.

Oh dear.

Warmth creeps up my neck, bringing my cheeks to what most likely is a splotchy flaming red. My condition. 

Sam stiffens the slightest bit, the muscles in his forearm tightening under my hand. Tim Ribbons is the only one in this group who doesn’t realize the ginormity of the double-edged blooper he just landed. Oliver’s expression turns blank as always with this topic.

The slight pause before Dad’s answer isn’t noticeable to anyone besides his closest circle, us. “Mr. Ribbons.” Dad’s smile is friendly. Deadly, but friendly. “My daughter’s condition, as you put it, has nothing to do with my plans to give support to those in need. As you might recall, it’s been on my agenda for years.”

Ever since he got more than a glimpse into Sam’s family life without Oliver.

Tim Ribbons pivots: “Of course, Mr. President. But speaking of your daughter—Alix, I’m glad to hear you’re staying at the White House. As the First Daughter, you’re going to be in the center of our political heart—”

Like a police officer stopping traffic Dad holds up a hand. “Exactly. She’ll take the time to recover and learn, but let’s not focus on Alix.”

“Why not, Mr. President?”

Because he’s embarrassed by me. 

“Because I think a young woman like her needs some time away from the spotlight.”

Translation: because he’s embarrassed by me. I dig my fingers into Sam’s arm. Hard.

Tim Ribbons gives me a friendly smile. “But I assume Alix will be accompanying you on trips here and there? Nothing’s more educational than traveling and—”

“Mr. Ribbons, Alix is far from a condition that would let her travel. She’s too delicate at the mo—”

“Dad!” My mouth drops open. What the heck? “I’m not—”

A flicker of… something crosses Dad’s perfect political mask. With one quick step, he’s in front of me, both hands on my shoulders, head bent low and close, his back to the reporter. “Alix, you know how I meant it.”

I shake my head. “No, I don’t. I’m not weak. I can walk, and it’ll get better. I—”

There’s that odd flicker again. “Of course you’re going to get better.” His voice drops lower, barely audible over the muffled beats of the music from behind the wall. “But I want you to take it easy. Rest. Stay out of trouble. Focus on getting better, okay?” I get a smile, the one that comes with an extra serving of pity.

And I don’t want it.

Dad used to give me wings. For the last year, all he’s done is pluck them out, one feather at a time.

One more try. “Dad, I could travel with you. I’d love it.” And, if I’m not mistaken, that’s what PRICS wants me to do eventually anyway.

For one short, heavenly moment, a glimpse of the old Dad shines through: A spark of the same mischief and spirit that made us such a good team before—and then it’s gone. He squares his shoulders some more to block off Ribbons and the others. It’s only him and me now—well, and Sam, but to Dad he’s family.

“Alix, I really don’t think this is such a good idea. I—”

“Mr. President?” Jenna lays a gentle hand on his shoulder. “We should get you up on stage. You too, Alix.”

Dad deflates. “Of course.” He gives me one more sad smile. “We’ll discuss it later, okay?” 

Later. Of course.

Without as much as another look at me, he brushes past his security detail clearing the way up to the stage for him, taking two steps at once.

“Move, Alix.” Mom presses her hand into my lower back. The three of us need to line up for Dad’s speech.

“See you up there,” Sam whispers and lets go of my arm. He’s the lucky one, he can stay out of view with the rest of the staff. I’m the one who has to show her happy face to the American public.

“Alix.” Mom’s bringing out her nagging tone. Apparently, she’s more eager than me to get up there.

“On my way,” I hiss over my shoulder and limp up the narrow steps. Gosh, seriously, it’s not as if—

One moment of distraction, and my crutch glides off the edge of the step. Carried forward by inertia and my weight, I crash into the stairs with a deafening thud, my crutch performing its very own drum solo on the way
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