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			Are you ready 
to join Team Hunter? 

			Sign up to be a reading VIP on Nikki’s Newsletter and you’ll receive the Aurora Sky FRIGHT NIGHTS COLLECTION FREE. Grab a dagger and get ready to join Fane, Valerie, and Dante on prequel missions. Sign up here to get started!






			For the real-life heroes of the world who stand up for who they are and what they believe in every single day.






			“I existed from all eternity and, behold, I am here; 

			and I shall exist till the end of time, for my being has no end.”

			–Kahlil Gibran, Lebanese artist, poet, and writer
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			Life Ends On A Curse

			I was outnumbered six to one…at least that’s how it felt.

			My supposed teammates stood by uselessly as the volleyball hurtled over the net and whopped me in the shoulder.

			The beautiful Brooke Harris high-fived the boy beside her before switching corners. It didn’t matter if she served from the right or the left. The ball flew at me—again.

			I ground my teeth together and tried to pelt the ball back, but launched it into the net instead. God, I sucked at team sports.

			“Come on, Aurora!” Clayton Wilcox snapped beside me.

			I grimaced. A junior the size of Napoleon shouldn’t be speaking to a senior that way, but that was just my opinion.

			One of my teammates bent down for the ball and tossed it back to Brooke, who smiled as though auditioning for a teeth-whitening ad. Brooke served again, and the volleyball sailed over the net once more—toward me, of course.

			Clayton’s patience had apparently worn out. He stepped in and bumped into me, but managed to smack the ball back. Fine. Whatever. My teammates should get in the game.

			Behind Brooke and her team of Olympians the bleacher crowd slouched against the benches like sloths while the rest of us got wrist burns. I’d tried everything from flu symptoms to a twisted ankle to get out of participating, but Mr. Mooney saw me as an active member of the student body, unlike the loafers who regularly got out of gym.

			Fane Donado and Valerie Ward, the reigning king and queen of gym exemption, seemed to believe that making out substituted for physical ed.

			Valerie was gorgeous, in a classical sixteenth-century courtesan sort of way. Curves graced her hips and hair, which fell in thick waves of strawberry-brown down her back.

			Fane had The Worst Hair: ink black and buzzed on the sides with a mass of blond on top. Combing it back was a big mistake. It drew further attention to his long forehead and wide-set eyes. He had one of those disastrous looks that captured my attention—like Edward Scissorhands.

			Every day Fane dressed in head-to-toe black and a long leather jacket which he wore at all times, like a second skin. Maybe he was packing…or dealing. Neither would surprise me.

			I usually had a thing for tall, skinny guys, but I made exceptions, especially when the guy in question had trouble keeping his tongue inside his own mouth.

			I wanted my first kiss to be a pleasant experience, not pornographic.

			Mr. Mooney’s whistle announced the end of gym class at the same time Brooke slammed the ball over. This one hit me in the chest.

			“Ow!”

			I know guys are sensitive between the legs, but a woman’s breasts aren’t exactly made out of sponge cake.

			My classmates pattered across the gym floor toward the locker rooms. The bleacher crowd rose slowly and stretched their arms.

			Yeah, try not to exert yourselves or anything.

			I leaned down for the volleyball and walked it over to the roll-out cart. As I nestled the ball into place, three more toppled off and rolled in opposite directions.

			Groan. I spent enough time chasing balls around during gym, never mind running after them when I needed to change and book it to Algebra II.

			By the time I retrieved each ball and set them on the cart, everyone had cleared out of the locker room, leaving hairspray fumes in their wake. Gag. My hair tumbled down my back as I freed it from its ponytail.

			As I yanked the zipper up my jeans, I heard a snicker and stopped. All was quiet and then I heard it again. Resisting the urge to call out a feeble “Hello?” I finished securing my pants then rounded a wall of lockers.

			Valerie straddled Fane on the locker room bench in her corset top and black lace-up boots. Her arms circled his neck.

			As she leaned back to look at me, Fane’s face emerged.

			I would not blush. Not in front of Fane Donado. Too late. My cheeks flamed rouge.

			From this close I could see that among Fane’s aforementioned defects, his lips were mismatched; the top one smaller than the bottom.

			Those lips curled back as Fane took note of my presence. I swear I heard him make a sound of disgust from deep within his throat like I’d crashed a private party or barged into their hotel suite.

			I stood staring like an idiot waiting to be dismissed.

			When our eyes met, Fane smiled. Not a friendly ‘hello’ smile or the cute ‘you caught me in the act’ kind. Eyes locked on mine, Fane ran the tip of his tongue along his upper lip.

			The lewd gesture made me feel somehow involved in their foreplay.

			My mouth went dry.

			Fane cocked a dark brow. “See something interesting?”

			I should have squared my shoulders and informed him, “No, not at all” or “Yeah, I find it interesting that there’s a boy in the girls’ locker room. So, you had that sex operation, did you?”

			Instead, I turned and fled.

			I didn’t have time for comebacks.

			If I hurried maybe I could still catch my friend Denise at our hall lockers before she left for math.

			As I speed walked toward my locker, a football whooshed across the hall, barely missing my shoulder. Again? I glared at the boy who had chucked it to his friend. He laughed and said, “Whoops.”

			God, I couldn’t wait to graduate and get the hell out of Alaska and Denali High School.

			Sure enough, when I reached my locker, Denise had long since departed. I did a quick book and binder grab then sprinted to math. The warning bell rang as I hurried in and took my seat beside my friend. She already had her book open and pencil in motion on notepaper.

			Denise used to laugh at my gym recaps. Now she didn’t even inquire after my lateness and here I was dying to tell her about the sex show in the locker room. Okay, not exactly a sex show, but practically!

			“Hey, Denise,” I said. “You’ll never believe what happened after gym.”

			Denise’s eyes narrowed as though I had interrupted her in the middle of a pop quiz.

			I hesitated for a second. Then the words tumbled out. “Remember that guy I told you about in gym…”

			Denise stopped me before I could go any further. “Can this wait until lunch?”

			Suddenly I felt stupid with my mouth hanging half open seeing as my closest friend pretty much told me to shut up.

			All part of Denise’s new attitude “un-makeover” starting the day Notre Dame accepted me while her own first-choice college, Carleton, had turned her down.

			She wasn’t the only student at Denali High with senioritis.

			Mom warned me this would happen. Friends began focusing on finishing senior year and imagining their lives in that great place beyond. College.

			Guilty as charged.

			If it were up to me, I wouldn’t be puzzling over an algebra graph, I’d already be enrolled at Notre Dame, set up in my dorm, and attending classes.

			That’s the thing about universities—they wanted you to finish high school first.

			After eighteen years in Anchorage, I could hardly wait to trade in snow and cold for civilization.

			Until then, six more months before graduation.

			At the end of the hour, Denise said an abrupt, “See you at lunch.”

			Well, she could forget about juicy details ’cause I wasn’t dishing. Bitchy behavior deserved no rewards. Maybe Tracey Rowen in third-period French would appreciate the story.

			At least I wasn’t running late for French because in about three seconds Scott Stevens would pass me in the hall.

			Speaking of juicy delights.

			I swore he moved in slow motion when he rounded the corner.

			Scott had the thin, towering build going for him. He didn’t wear a letterman jacket, which he could have as captain of the basketball team, but Scott was the kind of guy who had his own killer style. Best of all, he looked me in the eyes and smiled whenever he saw me. And that is why I, Aurora Sky, for the first time in my life, had a major crush on a jock.

			Too bad he and Emily Horton were an item.

			“Hi, Aurora.”

			“Hey, Scott.”

			After he passed, I ducked into the girl’s bathroom at the end of the hall. A group of juniors huddled together and leaned into the mirror as they applied makeup. They’d all dyed their hair jet black with varying streaks of colors, as if to help tell each other apart. One had blond streaks, one red, and another blue.

			The girls moved several inches to give me room. When I looked in the mirror, I tried to recreate the same smile I’d flashed Scott. My lips curved over a set of straight teeth. I pulled my hair over my shoulders. That would have looked better, but I always pushed it out of the way.

			The group beside me finished their faces and lips. The girl with the blue streaks rubbed concealer with two fingers over a massive hickey on her neck.

			As I headed out, the warning bell rang.
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			At the end of the day, Denise started spinning the combo on her locker at the same time as me. I got distracted and had to start over.

			Once she had her coat on, Denise shut her locker with a thud.

			“See you later,” she said, hoisting her backpack over one shoulder

			So now she couldn’t wait to walk out to our cars together?

			Okay then.

			I zipped up my jacket a minute later and headed for the student parking lot alone. The moisture on my lashes froze as soon as I stepped outside. Exhaust from idling cars hovered in the stagnant air. Not only was this time of year cold and dark, it turned my stomach inside out.

			Once my silver Kia Rio stuttered to life, I smacked my mittens together to keep from freezing solid and let the vents do their work unthawing the windshield. After the ice turned to droplets, I swiped the windshield with the wipers. They carved a porthole into the glass and grated against the coarse outer layers of ice.

			The roads hadn’t thawed, not even with the blast of exhaust pipes and friction of tires running across the polished ice all day. Tires spun in the parking lot. The truck in front of me gunned it and slid sideways onto the road.

			College couldn’t come soon enough.

			I turned the radio on and sang along softly to the lyrics as I passed mounds of snow that had melted during a warm spell the previous week. This week they’d refrozen into white misshapen humps over the landscape.

			My tires skidded at the first red stoplight. I slid forward four inches. Getting started again took a moment. Too much gas and my tires spun in place.

			Once I lived on campus at Notre Dame there would be no more playing slip and slide on the streets. I planned to walk everywhere on solid pavement.

			I passed the fast-food chains lining the road just blocks from Denali High. On the long straight stretch home, I drove on autopilot until business centers turned to neighborhoods. Small gaps of forest arched over the sides of the road. I was almost home when I took the sharpest curve on Jewel Lake Road.

			As I rounded the corner an SUV appeared in front of me, speeding around the bend. The car made a horrible skidding sound before sliding into my lane.

			Time inched forward.

			Tires screeched. I braked, but the car slid out from under me. Light glinted off the SUV’s front windshield, and for a moment, I saw the driver—a guy wearing a blue bandana around his forehead. Maybe I would have found him cute if he weren’t about to kill us both.

			In seconds, he would hit me. And I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t brake. I couldn’t dodge him. This was it.

			I saw the guy’s face. 

			For the briefest second, I swear he smiled. But that made no sense at all. It was likely a hallucination being that I was a bit distracted what with imminent death speeding toward me.

			“Oh, shit,” I yelped, clutching the steering wheel in a bone-white grip.

			In the event of a catastrophe, one thing is sure. Your life ends on a curse.
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			Terms of Revival

			Sound returned first. A gurney trundled over the floor. Parchment fluttered. The scratch of pen on paper thundered in my ear, as though someone held a microphone to the tip as they wrote.

			Later I heard voices and a horrible metallic scraping. Even with eyes closed, the lights glared. The brightness penetrated my eyelids straight to the space in front of my brain. Static pinpricks of light moved inside my forehead.

			Someone wheeled something over. It got closer and closer.

			A smooth voice said, “Find me the moment she starts to come around.”

			Then sound left the room like fire sucking oxygen from a burning building. For a while, there was nothing, not even the static in my mind. And then the first traces of feeling returned.

			Blood rushed through my veins. My heart began a steady pump. My eyes fluttered. I balled my toes up and released them. The thin bones in my hand moved under my skin like hammers connected to piano keys as my fingers twitched over the sheet.

			“How are you feeling, Aurora?”

			I lowered my chin and got my first glimpse of the face behind the voice. He was a young man, cleanly shaven, wearing a gray suit.

			When our eyes met, he smiled. “I am Agent Melcher. Welcome back.”

			My voice croaked the moment I opened my mouth. “Where am I?”

			“You’re on Elmendorf Air Force Base and this…” Melcher said looking around the bright enclosure “is our unit’s own private ER.”

			It made sense that I would be in a hospital, but why on base? My family had no ties to the armed forces. Dad was out of the country surveying, but where was Mom?

			“What happened?”

			“You were in a car accident. Do you remember?”

			Of course, I remembered. How could I ever forget the last seconds of my life? Or what I thought were the last seconds.

			“The other driver…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

			“Is gone,” Melcher answered.

			Suddenly the steady smile on his lips was too much. I looked at the door beyond his shoulder.

			“Don’t worry, Aurora. We’ve taken care of everything—the surgery and organ transplants. Thanks to the blood transfusion we performed your bones are healing quickly. You’ll be better than new in no time.”

			The smile in his voice made me distrust him at once.

			“Why am I here?”

			“Because you have very special blood, Aurora.”

			No one ever referred to my blood as special. Doctors called it unique and rare —the rarest of all blood types. Less than one percent of the population had AB-negative blood. Maybe that’s why I was on base. Maybe the government had the only supply of AB negative for my blood transfusion. But why would they help me?

			I looked at Melcher for further explanation, but he kept smiling and said, “I’ll send in your mother now.”

			Melcher’s calm, calculating tone was replaced by my mom’s own hysterical outburst as she flew into the room. “Oh, my God! Aurora! Thank God! Thank God!” She grasped me by the shoulders and lowered herself over my chest, pressing me into the bed. She pulled back. Tears streaked her cheeks. “Thank God,” she said again. “My baby. It’s a miracle.”

			She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “How are you feeling?”

			I squinted at her. “Why am I on base?”

			Mom’s face screwed up funny and it looked like she might start crying again. Then she took a deep breath and returned to patting my hand.

			“You look like you’re feeling much better,” she answered for me. “Agent Melcher said I can take you home in another week.”

			The agent, not the doctor.

			“How long have I been here?”

			“Two weeks…”

			“Two weeks!” I cried.

			Tears started pooling in Mom’s eyes once more. “They had to put you in a medically induced coma.”

			My eyes darted around the room frantically looking for a clock or a calendar —a window even. “What month is it?”

			Mom hesitated before answering, “December.”

			“But my exams. My assignments.”

			Notre Dame might have accepted me, but that didn’t mean jack if I didn’t graduate.

			“I spoke to all your teachers and they’re giving you extensions. You’ll be able to go to school the week before Christmas then use the holiday break to catch up.”

			Mom placed a hand on my face. “Don’t worry. Just rest and we’ll get you home.”

			My stomach twisted into knots. Going home meant getting in a car and I was never getting into another moving vehicle as long as I lived.

			I’d just have to walk back —all fourteen miles.
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			A young man in a white lab coat and crew cut burst into my room early the next morning. I pulled my bed sheet instinctively against my chest.

			“All right, Aurora, up and at ’em.”

			The possibility of a car waiting outside made me wince. “Where am I going?”

			“Not far…next door.”

			“What’s next door?”

			“The treadmill. It’s time to start physical therapy.”

			I waited for him to laugh and say he was joking; he really needed to take my blood pressure and check my vitals. But he frowned when I didn’t leap out of bed and do something peppy, like a hundred jumping jacks.

			“Um, I just woke up from a coma yesterday, and it sounds like I had some pretty major surgery.”

			If there was ever a reason to get out of physical anything, surviving a head-on collision should rank top.

			“Yes, but you have special blood.”

			I was starting to think it was mutant blood the way everyone talked about it in this place.

			Physical therapy guy nodded at a neatly folded stack of clothing on the chair beside my bed. “I’ll wait in the hall while you get dressed. You have five minutes.”

			Five minutes, I grumbled after he left. I was no doctor, but this wasn’t how you treated trauma patients. I peeled the sheet aside and took a tentative first step onto the cold linoleum floor. My hand gripped the mattress in case I was unable to hold up my own weight, but I felt sturdy once I got the second foot down.

			After removing the hospital gown, I glimpsed a first look at my body. A line of stitches zipped up my chest over a four-inch scar. Nice. At least nothing was crushed beyond repair. My legs and arms weren’t even bruised. That only left my face.

			I put on the gray sweatpants and army green T-shirt then entered the room’s corner bathroom. My fingers trembled over the light switch. Deep breath. I flicked it on.

			All that anticipation just to end up face to face with…a blank wall. Seriously? Why not install a sink without a faucet while they were at it? Or maybe my face was so disfigured they’d removed the mirror altogether.

			I refused to believe it. Mom would have shown signs of distress when she kissed my forehead.

			Pound, pound, pound. My therapist wasn’t kidding about the five minutes.

			“Time’s up, Aurora.”
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			At the end of the week, Melcher walked into my room with a woman who looked to be, like him, in her early thirties.

			“Aurora, this is my partner, Agent Crist.”

			Crist nodded curtly. She wore a frown as tight as the ponytail at the nape of her neck. In their matching suits, she and Melcher looked like missionaries.

			They walked over to where I sat in the room’s only chair and stood on either side of me, forcing my eyes to ping-pong between them.

			“How’s therapy going?” Melcher asked.

			I glared at him. “Is that what you call this, ’cause I feel like I’m training for a marathon?”

			Usually, I liked making people laugh. Not so with Melcher. His chuckle grated on my nerves. Agent Crist pursed her lips.

			“We needed to make sure you were fully functional,” Melcher said.

			“I’d say walking eight miles a day is functional enough.” I could have been halfway home that very morning. Then there was the running my therapist threw in at the end of our sessions: one mile the first few days and now he had me pounding out two.

			They should call this shock therapy.

			“Well, I have good news. We’re releasing you…for now. But before you go, Agent Crist and I would like to go over the terms of your revival.”

			I eyed Melcher suspiciously.

			“You have been saved for a specific purpose—a chance to serve not only your country, but mankind.”

			I don’t think so. The air force or military or whoever the agents represented must be desperate if they had to abduct teenage girls from accident scenes by way of recruitment.

			Melcher gestured with his right hand as he spoke. “As I mentioned, you have a very special blood type and this blood, when injected with the right combination of modified organisms and viruses, makes you a deadly and powerful force against the demonic beings that plague this earth.”

			Maybe I should have focused on the demonic beings part, but when my lips flew open I could only think of one thing. “You injected me with a virus!”

			Melcher leaned in closer. “You have nothing to fear, Aurora. The virus won’t harm you so long as you take your monthly injection.”

			“Monthly injection! Like a shot? For how long?” When Melcher didn’t answer a horrifying thought occurred to me. “For the rest of my life?”

			“It’s not that bad, we’ve already administered your first dose,” Crist said.

			I kept my eyes on Melcher. Something told me he was the one running the show. “Not that bad?” I repeated. “Why infect me with a virus in the first place?”

			Melcher listened with patience. I was beginning to wonder if he ever frowned or if he was like one of those scary clown dolls with a perpetual smile stretched across its face.

			“Think of it as a vaccination. Like a flu shot.” Melcher formed a steeple with his fingers. “As a field agent you will encounter all kinds of infected individuals. We do this for your own protection.”

			“What do you mean field agent?”

			“We’ll go over that during orientation.” Melcher stepped forward. Suddenly he was looming over me. “Do not doubt, Aurora, that evil is among us. It threatens our way of life. Candidates such as you are instrumental in keeping not only our country safe, but humanity itself. This is an opportunity to serve the greater good.” Melcher turned to Crist. “Have I left anything out?”

			“Yes,” Crist said. Her eyes zeroed in on me. “You have no choice.”

			Melcher cleared his throat. “What Agent Crist means to say is that your mother, as your legal guardian, has signed your rights over to us. We have saved your life and you, in turn, will save the lives of hundreds.” Melcher stepped closer. “You were an extremely expensive investment, Aurora. A new heart, kidney, and lungs—I think that was a record, don’t you, Agent Crist? If we’d had to replace any more organs, we may’ve had our very first Frankenstein on the team.”

			I resisted the urge to itch the stitches under my shirt.

			Crist still had me in her glare. “Most girls in your shoes would have ended up as organ donors rather than receivers,” she said.

			“That’s right,” Melcher said. “Still had a healthy spleen and liver up for grabs.” Again, that smile. “Do you have any questions so far?”

			I stood up. “Just one. When is my mom picking me up?”

			Melcher and Crist shared a look.

			“She’s in shock,” Crist said.

			“She’ll come around.” Melcher turned to me. “Your mother will be here in an hour.”

			My face relaxed. Fine, I’d get in a car one last time. Just to get out of there.

			“We’ll see you again soon,” Melcher said, before he and Crist left the room.

			Not if I could help it.
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			Team Fane

			The face in the mirror had no eyes or lips. She was blurry, distorted. Every time I tried to look at her, I had to look away. It was better not to tell Mom I was hallucinating. She was worried enough.

			Maybe I was sick. Viruses. Melcher had used the plural.

			Why would the agents save my life and then make me sick?

			Why would the agents save me at all?

			I didn’t feel sick. I didn’t feel anything.

			“Aurora!” Mom called from downstairs. “You’re going to miss the bus if you don’t leave soon.”

			I took each stair carefully. Didn’t want to risk re-breaking any bones. It hardly seemed possible that they had healed so quickly to begin with. Rather than tell me to relax and take it easy, my doctor had told me to get plenty of exercise.

			My foot hit the tiled entryway.

			“Are you sure I can’t give you a ride to school?” Mom asked. “I’d like to.”

			“I’d rather take the bus.”

			“Can I pick you up?”

			“No.”

			I zipped my backpack closed. She grabbed a white quilted parka from the closet and held it up, waiting for me to slip it on.

			I stared at it. “Whose coat is that?”

			“I got it for you. Don’t you like it?”

			I liked my bomber jacket better, but it hadn’t made it through the wreck.

			I slipped my arms into the coat sleeves without comment and pulled on my winter boots. Mom lifted the hood over my head as I moved to the front door.

			“Have a good day. Call me if you decide you want a ride home.”

			I nodded and walked into the fresh air, for once welcoming the cold prickle across my face. I’d been indoors for weeks. A dusting of snow covered the neighbors’ roofs and lawns. The driveways were clear. I averted my eyes when passing the empty spot next to the garage where my car should have been parked.

			The lowerclassman waiting at the bottom of the hill glanced at me when I came to a stop several paces away from the cluster they’d formed.

			I felt like I’d stumbled backward in time to a bygone era—one in which I waited at the end of the street for the school bus.

			Early morning commuters chugged past in their cars. The yellow bus came along eventually, its chains rattling around the rotating tires, and ground to a halt. I let everyone else board before I climbed the stairs.

			I took one step down the aisle and stopped. The smell overwhelmed me: hairspray, perfume, BO, and foul breath, all intertwined—thirty-eight bodies crammed inside a tin can. My head spun. I grabbed hold of a seatback to steady myself.

			I resisted the urge to back up and climb back down the stairs. But I’d had enough of wasting away in square rooms. I slid into the first available spot and stared out the window. At least the movement didn’t bother me. I felt like I was in a submarine gliding smoothly through a current.
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			Denise waited until I walked all the way up to our lockers to give me a hug. “Welcome back! I wanted to visit you in the hospital, but your mom said they were only allowing family members. How are you feeling?”

			“Fine.”

			The halls were filled with chatter—the volume much too loud. I winced as a locker slammed shut beside me.

			“Well, you look great,” Denise told me, head in her locker as she spoke.

			“Thanks.”

			Students stared at me and whispered quickly as they passed our lockers.

			AJ, Denali High’s ultimate player, strode over. His sneakers squeaked when he stopped in front of us. He looked me up and down. “Hey, Aurora, I heard you were in a coma.”

			“Leave her alone!” Denise snapped.

			“Just askin’,” AJ said with a shrug before moving on.

			“I’m sure the last thing you want to do is talk about it,” Denise said.

			Her meaning was clear. Denise didn’t want to hear a word about the accident.

			I didn’t want to talk about it anyway.

			Denise pulled a three ringed binder out of her locker and stuffed it inside her backpack. “I’m so glad you’re all right. Can I help you with anything?”

			“I’m fine…thanks,” I repeated.

			“Okay. See you in math.”

			Yeah, okay.

			At least now I had an excuse to get out of gym. Even better, Scott Stevens spoke more than two words to me.

			That afternoon, “Hi, Aurora,” was followed by, “Nice to have you back.”

			My own friend had failed to say those words. I liked hearing it from Scott better anyway. It came with a smile.
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			Volleyball had been replaced by badminton while I was gone. Mr. Mooney let me get away with sitting out class the first two days, but by the third he decided to diagnose me as fit for participation.

			“Sky, ready to jump back in?”

			I paused on my way to the bleachers. “I’m not dressed.”

			Besides, everyone was already paired up.

			“Fane!” Mr. Mooney called. “Get out here. You can be Aurora’s partner.”

			I tried not to flinch or show signs of distress. My last memory of Fane involved his tongue tracing his upper lip.

			Fane stood up and gave Mr. Mooney a glare so dark it sent a shiver down my spine. It was the first real sensation I’d experienced since the accident. When his eyes moved to me I momentarily forgot to breathe.

			Fane held my gaze a moment longer then slipped out of his leather jacket. I watched, transfixed. This was history in the making. Fane Donado taking off his coat.

			All his imperfections breezed out the door as soon as I got my first look at the six-pack straining against his cotton tee. My eyes must have been playing tricks on me. For a guy with such a slender build, Fane was surprisingly muscled.

			Fane took deliberate steps down the aisle of the bench, straight to the edge. He jumped from the bleachers, causing them to rock in his wake.

			I swore I felt a ‘thud’ inside the pit of my stomach when he landed.

			Mr. Mooney nodded at Fane. “You two are playing Clayton and Tyler.”

			Fane walked past me and took two rackets off the floor. He handed me one. I took it from his outstretched hand and then followed several steps behind.

			Part of me was relieved he didn’t say anything. All I could think about was the obscene gesture he’d made right before my world turned upside-down. I hardly noticed the hair now. I was too distracted by his lips. And now his abs. Luckily, I wouldn’t have to look at either while we played side by side.

			At the far court, Clayton and Tyler bounced birdies up and down on the strings of their rackets.

			Clayton nudged Tyler as we approached. “Oh great. Goth boy and zombie girl. This should be fun.”

			I took my place beside Fane. He held his racket loose and lazy. I barely held mine at all. Clayton pelted the birdie at me. I tried to shield my face and ended up dropping my racket.

			“Oh, come on!” Clayton shouted.

			I picked up the birdie and threw it over the net.

			Clayton served the birdie to Fane, who smacked it over the net with the flick of a wrist. Tyler launched the birdie at me. It hit me on the shoulder, but I swung anyway as it bounced to the floor.

			“Hello? Earth to Aurora,” Tyler called across the net.

			“I think she’s still in a coma,” Clayton said.

			“That’s game,” Tyler said. “Your serve.”

			I picked up the birdie and handed it to Fane. It’s a good thing it wasn’t a real bird. Fane crushed it in his hand. Only for a moment. Only I saw. He relaxed and looked across the net. I felt that odd shiver return.

			Fane smacked the birdie as though it were a fly. He walloped it right between Tyler and Clayton so fast neither boy had time to react. When they did manage a return hit, Fane gracefully flicked away any stray birds that came at me. I watched in fascination, fully engaged for the first time since the accident.

			The boys tried to hit the birdie back. Fane had them racing across every corner of their court. By the end of the period, they were out of breath. They took off without a backward glance when Mr. Mooney blew his whistle signaling the end of gym.

			As I walked past Fane, I felt a twitch. Not my own. I felt the twitch of his hand wanting to stop me.

			“Hey, you. Are you okay?”

			If I had my full range of emotions left, I’d laugh. He didn’t even know my name—that or it wasn’t worth saying.

			He studied me carefully. “I’ve seen that look before.”

			Now I was curious.

			Valerie jumped down from the bleachers. “Fane!”

			He didn’t pay attention to her. I held my breath waiting for him to tell me what he saw.

			Valerie sashayed her way over to Fane. She held out his jacket. “I’m ready to blow this joint. Let’s get a bite.”

			Her last words grabbed his attention, and he forgot me completely. Valerie looped her arm around Fane’s and they walked toward the double doors. I was right behind them, silent as a ghost. When I reached the hall entrance leading to the locker rooms I stopped. I saw his head start to turn. I knew he was going to look back, but by the time he did, I’d be gone.

			[image: ]

			I heard the Christmas music and smelled molasses before I walked through the door. “Jingle Bells” jangled inside my ears the moment I crossed the threshold. Mom was in the kitchen amidst trays of cut-out cookies. She bit into a gingerbread man as I walked in. She turned, crumbs falling from her mouth, swallowed, and smiled.

			“I was feeling festive today,” she said.

			I glanced at the dining room table, where she’d set out plates of sugar cookies shaped like angels and stars, bowls of colored frosting, and bottles of sprinkles.

			I knew why. Tomorrow Dad returned.

			Mom asked me not to say anything about the agents. Not that I had much information to relay since she’d managed to avoid the topic since bringing me home. Dad only knew about the accident, that I was fine, and the car totaled.

			I understood Mom’s concern. After their last argument, we were lucky to have him home for the holidays at all.

			Mom grinned. “That’s not all. Look what we’ve got in the living room.”

			I followed her into the adjoining room. The branches of a fir tree nearly touched the ceiling. I could barely pick up its scent through the sugared cloud wafting from room to room.

			“Do you like the tree?” Mom asked. “It was the best one on the lot.”

			Meaning most symmetrical, I supposed. There were plastic totes lined beside the tree, lids pulled off and stacked against the sofa.

			“Go on,” Mom coaxed. “Why don’t you put up the first ornament?”

			I looked inside the tote. Because my mom was waiting, I grabbed the first decoration that touched my fingers.

			The phone rang. While my mom answered I dangled a glittery star from my finger.

			She returned to the living room with the phone pressed against her chest. “Aurora, it’s Agent Melcher calling to see how you’re doing.”

			I continued staring at the star. “I don’t want to talk to him.”

			Mom hesitated before returning the phone to her ear. “She’s doing better. Yes, school’s going fine. Her friends are, of course, happy to have her back—as are her teachers.”

			Mom circled the living room.

			“Martial arts?” she asked. “If you say so. We’ll get her enrolled in some after-school classes. Right after Christmas? Yes, I understand. Thank you. You, too.”

			I hung the star from a branch at eye level and looked at it on the tree.

			“That was Agent Melcher,” she repeated.

			A sudden flash of irritation burned through me. Yes, she mentioned that already.

			“He would like you to start informal training. He said it will help you during orientation.”

			I folded my arms over my chest. “I already told you I’m not going back to that place.”

			Mom gasped. “Aurora, you have to.”

			“Why?”

			“The agents…they said if we don’t comply…you’ll die.”

			Her voice quivered and broke into a sob.

			I took a step forward, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Mom, it’s okay. I just want to know what they want from me. How did the agents even find me to begin with?”

			She sniffed and sucked in a breath. “I don’t know. When I received the call about your accident they already had you on base.”

			Sounded more like a kidnapping than a rescue mission if you asked me.

			“And what did they tell you?”

			“I can’t remember,” Mom said a little too quickly. “I was in a state of panic. It’s hard to remember much. I was in shock.”

			“Try to remember—they must’ve said something.”

			Mom stared beyond me. “They said there was internal bleeding and that your heart was giving out. They mentioned that three organs needed replacing if you were to have any chance of survival.” Mom made another choking sound. She took a breath. “They said they were your only hope.”

			“And what did you agree to in return for my operation?”

			“The agents believe you can be a big help to their division. They want you as an operative. Top secret stuff. They gave me their word that you wouldn’t come to any harm if I agreed to secrecy and you complied.”

			My voice quivered. “What kind of operative?”

			Mom avoided my eyes. “Only the agents can tell you that.”

			For all their mumbo jumbo about viruses, modified organisms, and the greater good, I was at a loss as to their intent. Curious as I was, I’d sooner steer clear of the agents all together—for the rest of my life if possible. I didn’t want to train. I didn’t want to be an operative. I did not sign up for this.

			And why were they called agents, anyway? If they were on base, shouldn’t they be lieutenants or sergeants?

			I held out my arms. “Look at me.”

			Mom looked.

			“Do I look like I should be in the military?”

			Mom shook her head slowly.

			“I like to read books. I like to write.” I lowered my arms and began pacing the room. “You know what I don’t like? Gym and whistles. I should be going to college—not the service!”

			“Let’s just wait until orientation. I’m sure the agents will explain everything there.”

			“Whatever,” I said. “I’m done decorating.”
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