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Chapter 1

“We’re moving.” The man beside me spoke into the microphone in his sleeve, and I knew the words weren’t for me.

The August air was hot and thick with the smell of sea salt and bus exhaust. The roads were packed for miles, and everywhere I looked I saw shades of red, white and blue. Everywhere I turned, I felt the eyes of trained professionals staring, seeing, recording every word, analyzing every glance within a dozen miles.

Part of me wanted to break free of the big men in the dark suits who flanked me on either side; another part wanted to marvel at the bomb-sniffing dogs who were examining boxes twenty metres away. But most of all, I wanted to lie when another man, with a clipboard and an earpiece, asked for my name.

After all, I’ve spent a lot of time learning how to whip out false IDs and recite perfectly crafted cover stories in situations just like these, so it was harder than I thought to say, “Cammie. Cammie Morgan.”

It was weirder than I would have guessed as I waited for him to scan the clipboard and say, “You can go right in.”

As if I were simply a sixteen-year-old girl.

As if I couldn’t possibly be a threat.

As if I didn’t go to a school for spies.

Walking through the hotel lobby, I couldn’t help but remember the first assignment my covert operations teacher ever gave me: notice things. Lights and cameras shone from every angle. A massive net full of red, white and blue balloons snaked through the cavernous space like a patriotic python. Up on the mezzanine level, the Texas delegation was singing about yellow roses, while a woman walked by wearing a big foam hat shaped like a Georgia peach.

I scanned the masses of old women and young girls. Husbands and wives. College kids and senior citizens. The last time I’d been in a crowd like this was in a different season and a different city, so maybe it was the hotel’s frigid air-conditioning or just a memory of a chilly day in Washington D.C., but for some reason, I shivered and fought against a serious case of déjà vu as I looked around and said the name I hadn’t spoken in weeks. “Zach.”

Then I blinked and wondered if a part of me would always worry that he might be on my tail.

“This way,” the man beside me said, but we didn’t stop at the end of the line, which twisted and turned in front of the marble-covered registration desk. We didn’t even slow down as we passed between two rows of elevators. Instead we turned down a narrow hall that seemed half a world away from the bright lights and tall ceiling of the lobby. Plush carpeting gave way to chipped linoleum tiles until finally we were standing before an elevator I’m pretty sure hotel guests were never intended to see.

“So, you’re a friend of peacocks?” the Secret Service agent asked while we waited for the doors to open.

“Excuse me?” I asked, because even though I’d never been in a really nice hotel, I was pretty sure they wouldn’t have exotic birds on the penthouse level.

“Peacock,” the agent said again as we stepped into the service car that was soon carrying us, nonstop, to the top floor. “See, we use code names,” he explained as if I were…a sixteen-year-old girl, “when we talk about the protectee. So you and Peacock, you’re…friends?” he asked, and again I realised that he wasn’t looking at me the way a well-trained, well-armed security professional looks at a potential threat (because I know a thing or two about well-trained and well-armed security professionals!). Nope. He was looking at me like I was…a Gallagher Girl.

Of course, if you’re reading this you must already know that there are two types of people in this world – those who know the truth about what goes on inside the walls of the Gallagher Academy for Exceptional Young Women, and those who don’t. Something in the way the agent was trying to weigh my slightly out-of-style clothes against the snooty reputation of my school told me that he was definitely the second type – that he assumed we were all rich; that he thought we were all spoiled; and that he had no idea what it really meant to be Gallagher Girl.

And that was before I heard the screaming.

As the elevator doors slid open, a high-pitched, “I am going to kill someone!” echoed from behind the double doors at the end of the hall.

And then I was one hundred per cent certain that the man beside me didn’t know the truth about my sisterhood, because he didn’t draw his weapon; he didn’t even flinch as a second Secret Service agent opened the double doors and whispered, “Peacock is angry.”

Instead, he walked towards the screaming girl – even though she was a Gallagher Girl.

Even though her name was Macey McHenry.

Before that day, I’d never been to Boston. I’d never had a Secret Service escort. And I’d definitely never been a VIP (or the friend/roommate/guest of a VIP) at a national political convention. But walking into what I’m pretty sure was the hotel’s second nicest-suite, I added another first to the list: I’d never seen Macey McHenry as mad as she was then.

“Really, Macey, I think it’s an adorable little puff piece.” Cynthia McHenry’s cool, mannered tone could not have been more different from her daughter’s. “He’s the only son of a future president… You’re the only daughter of a future vice president… If people want to read about the possibility of a White House wedding eight years from now, I don’t see any reason to stop them. Really, I don’t know why you have to be so dramatic.”

Right then I made a mental note that if Mrs McHenry thought Macey was too dramatic then she should probably never be left alone with the better part of our junior class.

“If that boy—”

“That boy,” her mother corrected, “is Governor Winters’ son—”

“Tries to flirt with me—” Macey went on, but Mrs McHenry talked over her.

“And if appearing with that boy is going to give us a two per cent bump in Ohio, then you will appear with that boy.”

“Percentages.” Macey gave an exasperated sigh. “You know I don’t do maths.”

Well, I have personally seen Macey McHenry do linear algebra without a calculator (after mastering our roommate Liz’s system, of course), but the girl in front of me wasn’t the Macey I knew from school. She wasn’t the girl on the suite’s TV either, smiling and waving and holding hands with her father on the national news. Instead she was the other kind of Gallagher Girl – the kind the agent had been expecting: the snobby kind, the spoiled kind, the kind who had crawled out of her parents’ limousine and into our school nearly a year before with combat boots and a diamond nose stud.

“This was the scene this morning as Senator James McHenry and his family arrived here in Boston to join Governor Winters and officially accept the vice presidential nomination,” the TV anchor was saying. But I doubt that Macey or her mother were even listening as they stared daggers at each other.

“You will do this, Macey,” her mother said. “You will—”

But then my escort cleared his throat, and Mrs McHenry turned. I expected her to gush like she had on the phone when Macey had called to invite me to join them, but instead she waved in my direction and said, “There, your little friend is here.”

Something in the way her mother spoke about me made Macey draw a breath. I was relieved that no one else noticed how my roomate’s fists clenched tighter for just a moment before she spun around and snapped, “We’re going for a walk.”

“Don’t forget the rehearsal!” her mother called, but Macey was already pulling me through the double doors.

I caught the agent’s eye one final time as he tried to figure out what I could possibly have in common with the girl who was pulling me along. On the TV, someone said, “Cynthia McHenry is a well-known businesswoman and philanthropist. The couple has one daughter, Macey, a student at the Gallagher Academy for Exceptional Young Women, in Roseville, Virginia.”

Our school.

National television.

A thousand thoughts raced through my mind before Macey slammed the doors behind us, as if trapping my worries on the other side. She smiled a mischievous smile, and for the first time that day I recognised my friend in the girl who stood before me. “So, how do you like my cover?”
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Chapter 2

Spies have covers for every occasion: aliases and phony passports, pocket litter and fake IDs. A great operative can become someone else at the drop of a hat (and sometimes, actual hats are involved), but I’d rarely seen someone as deeply undercover as Macey McHenry was then.

“Peacock is moving,” one of the agents whispered into his cuff as I followed Macey through the Winters-McHenry temporary headquarters, past rows of laptop computers and screaming interns wearing business suits and campaign badges and looking like they hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since New Hampshire. In fact, I actually heard one guy say, “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since New Hampshire.”

But Macey’s black hair was as glossy as ever, her blue eyes perfectly clear. “Jeez, Chameleon, do you have any idea how hard you are to track down?” She walked on, seemingly unaware that she was like a princess, and the room was full of commoners who were there to make sure her father claimed his throne. “I mean, first I tried the school, but have you ever tried to get anything out of Professor Buckingham?” My roommate calmly rattled on as if her face weren’t being broadcast into every home in America at that very moment. “Anyway, then I asked the Secret Service, and—”

“Wait,” I interrupted. “The Secret Service gave you my grandparents’ telephone number?”

“Well,” Macey admitted, “I asked the Secret Service for the number, but I ended up getting it from more covert sources.”

I lowered my voice when I asked, “The agency?”

“Liz,” she whispered back, and I couldn’t help smile as I thought about our tiniest/smartest roommate. “So, have a good summer?” Macey asked as we left the war room and started down another long hall.

“Yeah,” I said, almost out of breath. Two months at my grandparents’ ranch in Nebraska hadn’t made me completely out of shape, but life moved at a different pace there, so it still felt like a struggle to keep up with Macey. “It was good. Just…”

I thought about our classmates, who seemed to scatter to the far corners of the world whenever school wasn’t in session. I thought about my mother, who had put me on a plane the first day of summer break and hadn’t sent so much as a postcard since. And finally, I thought about two boys: one who I hadn’t seen in months and one who I seemed to be imagining everywhere, but whom I knew I might never see again.

“Fine,” I said finally. “My summer was fine.”

Macey knew me pretty well by then, so she just smiled and said, “Mine too.”

Our footsteps were whisper-soft against the carpeting as we entered the tunnel that passed under the street between the convention centre and the hotel.

Secret Service agents flanked the doors, and I heard one whisper into his sleeve, “Peacock is arriving on the scene.”

“So can I call you Peacock?” I teased.

“That depends: do you want to feel safe while you sleep at…” Macey started, but then two elderly women wearing the biggest sunflowers I have ever seen passed us, and Macey smiled at them – yes, actual smileage – and said, “Well, doesn’t the Kansas delegation look festive!”

The shift in her had been effortless, as if her thousand-watt smile was attached to a switch that the fates kept flipping off and on. Sure, I might have been the CIA legacy, but right then it was obvious that Macey knew as much about secret identities, hidden agendas and covert alliances as anyone I’d ever known.

“So,” I started, “what’s new with you?”

She pulled a neatly typed piece of paper from her pocket. “6 am: appear on national morning shows. 9 am: get fitted for navy suits.” Macey leaned closer and added in a whisper, “Evidently, red makes me look trampy.” She resumed her usual posture and walked faster, the sloping ramp leading us closer and closer to a pair of metal doors at the end of the tunnel. “11 am,” she continued, “fun, family bonding with Mom and Dad.”

Macey stopped. She rested her hands on the metal handles.

“So, you know,” she said as she pushed open the doors of the single largest room I’ve ever seen, “the usual.”

Chairs – thousands of empty chairs – spread across the arena floor. Signs bearing the names of all the states hung above them. We started out in Oregon, then walked through Delaware and past Kentucky. Stands rose high before us. I craned my head upward, scanning the cameras that circled the arena, boasting the logos of every news outlet known to man.

Macey and I stood there for a long moment, alone for the first time. Maybe that’s why she felt safe to whisper, “Thanks for coming, Cam.”

Her father’s face was on the cover of every magazine in America. She was about to be the belle of the country’s biggest ball. Probably every girl in the country would have traded places with her, but I saw the misery in her eyes as she stood lost inside that massive space, and I knew why I was there. I remembered that a Gallagher Girl is only as good as her backup.

“Let’s get this over with and get back to school, OK?” I said.

“OK,” she replied. I could have sworn she almost smiled.

And she might have if we hadn’t been interrupted by the sound of footsteps from behind us and a voice saying, “Hello, ladies.”

I don’t know about you, but there are certain assumptions I tend to make about a teenage boy who insists on calling teenage girls “ladies”. You expect him to be handsome. You expect him to be slick. The kind of guy who owns more hair styling products than you do.

But Preston Winters was…not.

He was about Macey’s height, but I don’t think I’m exaggerating when I say I’m pretty sure Liz could have taken him in a fist fight. His tailored suit hung from his thin frame like he was a kid playing dress-up, which wasn’t much of a stretch considering the fact that he was wearing a Spider-Man wristwatch.

“Quick question,” Macey whispered. “When your mom said that we weren’t supposed to use any Protection and Enforcement moves this summer, that didn’t apply to presidential candidates’ sons, did it?”

“I think it might apply especially to them.”

I’m not sure if it was the presence of the Secret Service or the classified nature of our sisterhood, but something made Macey take a deep breath and smile (and whisper a really bad word in Portuguese).

“You’re looking very…patriotic…today, Ms McHenry,” Preston said, looking Macey up and down.

I glanced at Macey’s red, white and blue sweater set (I know…Macey was wearing a sweater set!) and bit back a laugh.

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” the boy said, turning to me and holding out his hand. “I’m Preston. You must be—”

“Busy,” Macey said, trying to pull me away.

“Cammie,” I finished, resisting my roommate’s pull long enough to shake Preston’s hand. “The roommate,” I offered.

He bowed slightly forwards at the waist and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Cammie the roommate—”

Before he could finish I heard a shrill voice cry, “McHenry family, stage left!” A trim woman was walking onto the stage, Macey’s mom and dad following closely behind her. She had a clipboard. And little horn-rimmed glasses hanging from a chain around her neck. And not one but two pencils stuck in the massive pile of hair on the top of her head.

“Winters family, stage right!”

As the governor of Vermont and his wife took their places, I couldn’t help but notice that one of the most powerful men in the country looked absolutely terrified of the woman with the clipboard.

“McHenry family!” the woman called again. “We’re missing—”

“Here I am,” Macey said, dashing towards the stage.

Her mother rolled her eyes. Her father checked his watch. But Clipboard Lady just said, “Excellent! We can’t have a new Camelot without our young people. Just look at those bright shiny faces.”

“Actually, I owe my complexion to your company, Mrs McHenry.” The entire group seemed surprised to hear Preston speaking – especially Preston. But instead of shutting up, he rambled on. “That new blemish reduction cream is…wow. Good job,” he added with a self-conscious nod.

Clipboard Lady glared at him and it was pretty obvious that the shining faces were supposed to be seen and not heard. “I’ll be standing over here now,” Preston said, taking his place beside his parents.

The candidates took turns behind a podium draped with what looked like every red, white and blue piece of fabric east of the Mississippi. Macey stayed in the centre of it all, never shrinking from the spotlight, while I eased to the back of the arena and took my place among the shadows.

Number of times Clipboard Lady made Governor Winters and Macey’s dad practice shaking hands and then turn to wave at the imaginary crowd: 14



Number of times Macey glared at her mother: 26

Number of times Preston tried to catch Macey’s attention and she totally ignored him: 27

Number of times Macey had to practice a “spontaneous” dip while dancing with her father: 5



Number of minutes I had to sit alone in that enormous arena, wondering if freedom and democracy were always this well rehearsed: 55



By noon, Clipboard Lady was running through things one final time.

“At exactly 8.04 the music will come up.” Clipboard Lady raised her hands dramatically. “At this point,” she said, studying the candidates and their families over her dark-rimmed glasses, “I recommend spontaneous dancing.”

Preston smiled at Macey. Macey shuddered.

“Balloons will fall at 8.06. Celebrate, celebrate. Dance, dance. Fade to commercial.”

“All done?” I asked when Macey appeared beside me a minute later. She looked more relieved than I’ve ever seen her. (And that’s including the time Dr Fibs announced that he wouldn’t be needing her to help him with his bunion-pads-as-weapons experiment. Which, needless to say, is pretty darn relieved.)

“Let’s go,” Macey told me, but we both must have got a little bit sloppy over summer vacation, because Preston was already on our tail.

“So, can I interest you ladies in some midday refreshment? I hear the Hawaii delegation might be roasting a big pig.” At that point I might have felt sorry for Preston because that was maybe the dorkiest thing I’d ever heard. But Preston didn’t shy away from his dorkiness – he embraced it. No part of Preston Winters felt sorry for himself. He was the only person I’d ever met who was completely without a cover. And I liked him for it.

“Sorry, Preston,” Macey said as she grabbed my arm and pointed me towards the doors. She waved her well-worn itinerary in front of him. “Duty calls.”

But if there’s one thing that living with the child of a career politician has taught me, it’s that they never take no for an answer.

“Hey,” he said. “Yeah. Itineraries. Doing our part. That’s great.” We were ten steps ahead of him, but for a skinny guy he was really pretty fast. And persistent. “I’ll walk with.”

Since there were two Secret Service agents flanking us, and a news crew setting up for a live feed, Macey must have thought twice about stopping him. Instead she pushed against the metal doors again, and soon we were retracing our steps through the underground tunnel.

An older man with crazy white hair and wild eyebrows nearly ran me over, mumbling a very southern, “Excuse me, miss.” A pair of women wearing “Washingtonians for Winters” T-shirts practically bowed in front of Preston, but he just kept pace beside us, almost jogging to keep up.

“So, you ladies go to the same school, I take it?” Preston gasped. “Are all the women of the Gallagher Academy as striking as the two of you?”

Macey spun on him. “Actually, striking is what we do best.”

“So, Preston,” I said, eager to change the subject.

We turned down the dingy narrow corridor that had taken me to Macey that morning. “You must be excited…about your dad. First son. All that.”

“Oh, yeah,” Preston said. “I’m very excited about my father’s plan for America.”

He might have been a politician’s son, but I was a spy’s daughter, so I knew a lie when I heard one. As we reached the service elevator, I watched Macey frantically punch the badge, saw her mentally planning ways to keep Preston out, but all I could do was think about another boy and another elevator, and remember that there are some things even a Gallagher Girl can’t keep from sneaking up on her.

As the doors slid open, we all climbed in. It was a tight fit, so one of the Secret Service agents held back.

“This is Charlie, by the way,” Preston said, gesturing to the man who seemed to take up more than his fair share of the small space. “Charlie’s been with me since…when was it? Missouri, I think?”

The door slid closed. Charlie didn’t say a word. And beneath his breath, I heard Preston fill the awkward silence with a whispered, “Good times.”

The ride to the top seemed slightly longer this time. I should have wondered why, but I didn’t – not until I heard the ding and saw the doors slide open onto a space that I was certain I had never seen before.

We might as well have been in a different country – much less a different building – as we stepped into the fluorescent glare of a room that had no red carpets, no rushing interns or patient guards. A room-service cart that was missing two wheels sat along one wall. There were laundry carts and old headboards. Massive machines churned, filling the space with loud noise and an almost unbearable heat.

“Did you hit the wrong badge?” I asked, looking at Macey.

“It says 12.05: film promotional video. Service elevator. Level R.” She pointed to the big R that had been painted on the wall in front of us.

I glanced at Charlie, who hadn’t said a word since we left the convention centre floor, but he didn’t hesitate to hold up his sleeve and say, “Control, I’m with Peacock and Mad Dog…”

Beside me, Preston raised his eyebrows and whispered, “I picked that myself.”

But Charlie carried on. “We’re on Level R. Are they filming the video here, or has that been changed?” He looked at me. “They’re checking.”

The air was hot and stale, the room way too small to be an entire floor. A door with a small window was at the far end, so I wasn’t surprised to hear Macey say, “I bet we’re supposed to be out here,” and see her push out into the light.

There are many things a Gallagher Girl has to be: adventurous, daring and totally unafraid of heights, to name a few. And all of those came in handy as Macey, Preston and I stepped out onto the hotel’s roof.

A strong wind blew off the harbour, banging the metal door shut behind us. As we stepped towards the roof’s edge and peered out across the city, we saw historic church steeples and towering skyscrapers. Some buildings looked as if George Washington himself were going to step outside; others seemed straight out of the future. Sixty storeys below, news vans and tour buses stood on the gridlocked highways, but on the hotel’s roof the chaos of the convention seemed to be far, far away. And that, I guess, was the problem.

There were no camera crews, no public relations specialists. I glanced at Macey, who said what I was thinking. “This isn’t right.” Then she turned to Preston. “Where were we supposed to be, exactly?” Macey looked from Preston to her well-worn agenda, and then she finally held out her hand. “Let me see your itinerary.”

“OK, yeah…see that’s not so easy to…” Preston stumbled for words and then admitted, “My mom has it.”

I looked behind us, searching for Charlie, but the man was nowhere to be seen, and in that moment, everything seemed to change.

Maybe it was my four full years of training, or my sixteen-and-a-half years of being Rachel Morgan’s daughter, but somehow, some way, I knew that rooftop was a very bad place to be.

“Hey, you’re…” Preston started as I ran towards the heavy metal door, “…a really fast runner.”

But I barely heard him as I pulled with all my might against the door, trying the handle in vain, banging against the grey metal. It was locked – or jammed – and there was no leaving the way we’d come.

“This isn’t right,” Macey said behind me, double-checking her itinerary, still so entrenched in the part of herself that was a politician’s daughter that she was ignoring the other part – the spy part – the girl she thought she wouldn’t get to be during her summer vacation.

“Something’s just not…” but then she trailed off. Macey’s blue eyes stared into mine. I saw in them a realisation – a fear – as she looked down at the paper in her hands and then back at me…

And then towards the helicopter that was flying too low, too fast, and heading right for us.
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Chapter 3

Here’s the thing about covert operations: the really bad things always happen when you least expect them. The bad guys don’t give you a heads-up when you’re going to be attacked. They don’t let you wait thirty minutes after eating. And they never, ever let you stop to put on comfortable shoes.

So training for that kind of life means one thing: spy school is never really out of session.

I thought about the piece of paper in Macey’s hands and told myself that it could have been an innocent mistake, a change of plans. It didn’t mean that our teachers had intentionally drawn Macey – and by extension, me – onto a roof with some kind of terrible test in mind. It didn’t mean we had a fight coming. It didn’t mean my heart had reason to race.

But still I looked at my roommate and asked, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Macey shrugged. “Our teachers wouldn’t do anything in front of him.” She gestured to Preston, who was leaning over the railing, staring down at the chaos on the street below, completely oblivious to the dark spot that was on the horizon and moving in fast.

I thought about Preston’s missing itinerary. “Maybe he wasn’t supposed to be here?”

And with that, Macey let her piece of paper fall; I saw it flit and float in the air, and swirl around us as the chopper hovered lower. It was as if Macey had let her cover fall as well. The hotel was full of people who would only see the candidate’s daughter, but right then – right there – there was no doubt who Macey McHenry had to be.

“Hey, you guys, look at—” Preston said, finally noticing the helicopter above us. He stopped suddenly as a rope fell from the chopper and dangled between sky and roof.

I heard a click, a metallic creak as the door to the roof opened. But instead of Charlie, two masked figures stepped into the glaring sun. And then I couldn’t help myself; I screamed, “I’m on summer vacation!”

I felt Macey at my back, saw Preston staring at a dark figure abseiling from the helicopter as if he’d somehow stumbled into a video game – or a nightmare. “They don’t look like undecided voters,” he said, as if humour were a weapon he’d relied on his entire life and he really didn’t want it to fail him then.

The masked figures didn’t rush towards us. They weren’t sloppy. They were deliberate. They were good, moving with purpose, keeping an even spacing as Macey and I stood back-to-back, bracing ourselves in the centre of the roof.

“Preston!” I yelled. “Get down!”

I wanted him to hide. I wanted him to be unconscious or blind. I wanted him anywhere but there. I already knew too well how having a civilian boy in the middle of a CoveOps exercise can turn out. It was a chapter I didn’t need to read again.

“This isn’t…” I said with a grunt as I parried the attacker’s first blow, “…a very…” I took a half-step to my right and landed a kick at one of the masked men’s knees, “…good time for me!”

A masked man stood in front of me. Blazing white teeth shone behind his dark mask. For a split second I thought it was the smile of Mr Solomon. The first attacker who had come from the chopper had the unmistakable curves of a beautiful woman, and a part of me wondered if it was my mom.

But then from nowhere I felt a punch in my side, a perfect blow, and as I fell onto the sticky tar-covered roof, I saw news choppers beginning to swoop and swarm around us – and I knew.

I knew no one at the Gallagher Academy would be this careless.

I knew my mother and Mr Solomon would rather die than risk exposure of our school on this kind of stage.

I knew there was something more behind the punch – not in the attacker’s fist, but in his eyes.

And then, more than ever, I knew I had to get Macey and Preston off the roof.

I don’t know how to explain what happened next, but in that instant, all the Protection and Enforcement lessons I’d ever had came back to me. In that moment, I knew surviving wasn’t just about punches and kicks; it’s about geometry and it’s about timing; it’s about having your reflexes speed up while your mind slows down.

Maybe it lasted a minute; maybe it lasted a month. All I really know for sure is that one of the men moved towards me. I ducked as his fist flew, narrowly missing my head, and yet my focus was already somewhere else – my eyes were scanning the roof, looking for a weapon, a way out, or both. And that’s when I saw it – a narrow window washer’s plank dangling off the side of the roof. It had rails on both sides and was attached to a pulley system.

My heart pounded. The wind roared in my ears as I grabbed Preston’s hand and screamed, “Come on!”

There were footsteps behind me – a hand on my arm. I spun around, but before I could land a blow, Preston pulled back his free hand and punched the man in the throat. It was a perfect lucky shot, but I was willing to take any help I could get as I pulled the potential first son out of harm’s way and onto the narrow plank.

“I hit a guy,” Preston said, staring at his fist as if that were the most shocking thing of all.

“I know. Good job,” I said, reaching for the controls; but then for the first time Preston seemed to notice that I had guided him onto something that was dangling off the side of a sixty-storey-building.

“Wait!” he shouted.

“You’ll be fine,” I told him.

“But shouldn’t I…” he muttered in the manner of a boy who knows he should be chivalrous but doesn’t quite know how.

Behind me, I heard Macey cry out in pain, but I kept my focus and hit the green badge, knowing somehow that getting Preston off that roof was my mission at that moment.

“Hang on!” I yelled, and in the next instant gravity took over and Preston dropped twenty storeys to safety.

I might have savoured that fact, but the attackers seemed to refocus, and I watched the woman raise her hand and point to where Macey was taking her place by my side.

“Get her,” the woman ordered. I stole a sideways glance at my friend, the daughter of a United States senator and one of the wealthiest women in the world. My friend, who had been featured on every news-stand in America. My friend, who would be any kidnapper’s dream.

Macey and I were retreating slowly, coming closer and closer to the wall behind us, and I knew we were cornered.

“No,” I cried, as if that was all it would take for them to stop.

And then I saw it – a rusty vent ten feet to the right of the door I’d given up any hope of opening. I dropped to the ground, kicked the vent as hard as I could, and felt it give slightly. I kicked again while, behind me, the men lunged for Macey. I heard a sickening snap. I turned and saw my roommate clutch her arm and fall to the ground, howling out in pain, so I kicked harder, and this time the old vent buckled under the pressure. It popped free, and I hurled it towards the head of one of the men who was reaching for Macey. I heard the crash of metal against skull, but I didn’t stop to survey the damage – I was too busy grabbing Macey and pushing her towards the hole in the wall that the vent had left.

I started to follow, but someone grasped my shoulders with a steel grip holding me to the spot. I clawed against her; but as I tried to pry myself free, my hand brushed against a gold ring engraved with an emblem that I could have sworn I’d seen before. For a split second my mind went still as I tried to place it, but then I heard a frail voice say, “Cam,” and I remembered my friend – my mission.

I clawed harder, leaning forwards, praying that my momentum would take me through the gap in the wall to a safer place. Suddenly. I remembered the Winters-McHenry campaign badge on my blouse. I heard my shirt rip as I pulled the badge free and jabbed the pin into the hand on my left shoulder.

The woman behind me howled in pain as I pushed Macey all the way through the vent and followed after her.

“Run, Macey!” I screamed. “Go!”

I wasn’t thinking. No strategies came to mind. No flash cards. No vocabulary words. It was the age-old case of fight versus flight. I looked at Macey, whose arm hung at a strange angle; I felt my side and knew my ribs were bruised at best and maybe broken, and I knew that fight wouldn’t be an option for much longer – that we had to get out of there and soon.

“Go,” I told her. Behind us, I heard the metal door open again. A flash of light sliced across the cement floor, illuminating a pair of long legs bent at an odd angle, protruding from behind one of the room’s massive machines.

I heard Macey whisper, “Charlie.”

We pushed past the churning machines and skirted a decade’s worth of broken furniture and hotel relics until we reached the elevator that had brought us there.

And then for the first time, I honestly felt like I could cry.

The elevator’s doors stood open. Mangled wires protruded from the control box, still sparking where they’d been pulled out of the wall and sliced in two with professional precision.

There was no place we could run. No place we could hide. I turned to look at the three figures, approaching us in perfect formation – a hunting party with a helicopter ready to take my friend to some place I didn’t dare imagine.

I glanced around for a weapon, found a rolling cart and pushed it towards them with all my might, hoping it might serve as the greatest bowling ball in history and knock the black-clad figures down in one swipe. But the man in front merely tossed it aside.

“Cam,” Macey whispered. She was growing paler. Her left arm had swollen to twice its normal size, but still she managed to point with her right towards a square hole in the wall – a shaft or chute of some kind.

I didn’t know what it was or where it led. And I didn’t have time to ask. I just dived, pushing Macey ahead of me.

One of the men lunged forwards. I heard a cry of “no” reverberating down the shaft, but it was too late. Gravity had taken over, and I was hurtling towards the unknown, praying that it would be better than the place I had just left.

Free-falling, I felt my head bang against the metal shaft. Something hot and wet oozed into my eyes, and still I felt…grateful…hopeful. Dizzy.

There was a soft thump. The ground beneath me seemed to roll, but at least there was ground.

I turned and squinted through dizziness and pain to see a red drop fall onto white sheets. Macey lay unconscious beside me.
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