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Chapter 1




Noreena Grace Moon was afraid of the dark, loud noises, strangers, and confrontation. In fact, she was afraid of leaving her apartment most of the time. It had taken a year for her to venture out of the house after her parents’ fatal accident six years ago. Now, she put on whatever face she had to and tried to embrace the world, even if it sometimes crippled her. Three weeks ago, she’d sat in her car for half an hour because she wasn’t sure she could make a left turn out of the parking lot for fear of crashing into another car. 

Shadows jumped at her, unlit corners whispered to her, and bad news always came at night. After her twenty-first birthday a week ago, she thought she might graduate from using nightlights, but that failed experiment ended only an hour into it. Nora faced the dark whenever she couldn’t avoid it, like tonight after a study session at a local coffee shop, but as she hurried home, she tried to stay within the glow of the streetlights.

Whoops and laughter erupted behind her as she rushed from the library to her apartment. The white-sided buildings with green roofs were located just off campus on well-lit streets filled with college revelers. The early spring air invigorated the Knox University students despite the ever-increasing news of bizarre violent acts around the rural towns in Bunker and as far as Chicago. The air was dewy with floral scents coated in the chill of winter’s grip—a typical mid-west Illinois spring. A group of young men paraded past Nora, drinking from flasks and cat-calling girls on the sidewalk.

Nora ducked her head and didn’t make eye contact. She stayed in the streetlamp pools of light as her boots thudded faster and faster. This was a reason she kept her gym membership—the need to be able to outrun threats if necessary. Her keys clinked in her left hand as she neared her building. A shout to her right made her cringe.

“Hey, girl, looking for a party?” a guy hollered, and his friends chuckled behind him.

“Asians need to represent!” an Asian guy said with a shout and clapped his friend on the shoulder. They didn’t bother her any further as they made their way down the street toward the pubs.

There were quite a few students of Asian descent on campus. Nora was used to being a minority, but at Knox it was like a rite of passage to get in as an Asian. She was also in the minority of her chosen major of psychology and sociology. When she often had trouble facing her own issues, the irony of wanting to help others with their fears or trauma wasn’t lost on her. She sometimes wondered if she took those classes to support herself as much as anyone else. Someday, she hoped to be a counselor or psychologist that worked with adoptees or potential adopters. Her uncle’s voice again whispered to her, you sure you don’t want to do anthro? Follow in the ancient footsteps of man?

Her archeologist uncle had been a second father to her after the car accident that killed both her parents. For a year after the accident, she’d lived with her uncle as the house was sold off and her parents’ things were put away into storage or sold. She shuddered at the memory and shoved it deep down like she always did. There was no sense in dragging up the past when it already haunted her every day.

She ran up the one flight of stairs to her apartment and unlocked the door with a quick twist of the key. Always practice something before it becomes an emergency, the words of Uncle Emin floated through her mind. She slammed the door and locked the deadbolt. Her mother had always laughed off Emin’s sense of danger and preparedness. Nora wished she had her mom’s sense of adventure and whimsy; if her parents had been alive, perhaps she would have. She’d always feared the dark, but the car crash had set her fears spiraling out of control, like a deflated balloon flopping on the asphalt trying to get lift.

“Why does Jess have to leave all the lights off?” she whispered. The small two-bedroom apartment had large picture windows to let in natural light, but the sliver of moon wasn’t illuminating anything to Nora’s satisfaction.

As she went around the room, switching on lamp after lamp, she could hear the guys outside rambling off toward the downtown area. Jessica’s jacket and several pairs of shoes were scattered all over the living room space, including the red leather sofa and lounge chair. Her roommate was a brief acquaintance that had become one of the most unusual friendships Nora had ever had. At first, Jess had seemed like a typical college girl, stressed out but living her best life. After a few months, though, Nora had found herself missing pens and then shoes. When she confronted Jessica about it, the other girl apologized. She had kleptomania. She’d given back the shoes and said she was on medication, but sometimes she had the tendency to take things.

Nora figured it was too late to get a new roommate, and really, what were a few pairs of shoes and writing utensils? At least Jess wasn’t a serial killer. Jess also paid half the rent on time and was out a lot, which meant she brought back food and necessary supplies like tampons and ice cream. Nora preferred to stay in the apartment for as long as she could, and Jess never judged her for that. She was careful where she put things now and kept track of them. And, selfishly, she thought living with Jess would help her understand kleptomania. That, in turn, could assist her in her chosen career path.

Nora flipped on the TV and sank into the plush couch. She glanced between the partially drawn curtains at a cloud-filled night sky and the artificial glow of bars still open in the distance. Clubs pulsed music until the early hours. She didn’t mind the noise—it drowned out her thoughts so she could sleep most nights.

The screen showed a blonde news anchor with a frazzled expression and raised brows. “I’m not sure what I’m seeing. Five people, two men and three women, are confronting the Carlton police in a stand-off at the 7-Eleven. Shots have been fired …” The woman was cut off as more gunshots cracked the static, and she backed up. The camera panned away from her to show the muzzle flashes of weapons.

Nora switched to the internet news app on the TV. The broadcasts wouldn’t show what was happening, but the likelihood that a few people were recording with their phones was pretty high. She switched to a streaming news app. As expected, the slightly grainy footage popped up in real-time.

Nora was no expert on guns—she’d only ever shot her uncle’s Remington 870 shotgun— but this standoff looked like it involved more than pistols. The cops shouted for a cease-fire, but the people didn’t stop. She bit her lip, and her finger paused over the power button. She didn’t want to end her night on a story like this. Yet she was mesmerized when the five perpetrators ran out of ammunition, left the cover of the store, and charged at the police officers.

“What the hell?” Nora grabbed a pillow and clutched it across her abdomen.

The officers hesitated until it was apparent the five were not surrendering or stopping. They ran at the officers with raised clubs, bats, and tire irons. In seconds, it was over. Five bodies lay prone on the pavement. They blurred together when the camera shifted quickly. Emergency vehicle lights made eerie shapes as they lit up the frightened faces of bystanders, the concerned expressions of police officers, and the dark shapes of the dead bodies.

The person’s phone camera panned to the reporter standing near a news van. Despite her flawless makeup, she appeared shaken. The person inched closer, so the audio picked up.

“We’re seeing several outbreaks of violence like this throughout the Chicago area. Gun incidents are higher than normal, and we’re urging residents to stay indoors after dark and be vigilant. Police are on alert throughout the suburbs, and those further from Chicago are encouraged to report any unusual activity immediately.”

Nora switched back to cable and another channel where a Hallmark movie played. The soothing music and love-struck couple calmed her nervous brain. Bunker, Illinois, was about two hours from the city, and its residents were mainly cows and corn. There’s nothing to worry about.

Nora got up to start her bedtime routine. Structure was imperative to her daily life, and years of therapy taught her that she felt more in command when she did little things she could control.

Her cell phone lit up, and Uncle Emin’s ringtone played.

Nora grabbed it and slid the button to talk. “Uncle Emin?”

“… Nora? Can you … me?”

“Barely! Are you okay?”

Her nerves tingled, and the darkness seemed to stretch around her.

“I’ve been detained, and I’m … trouble. Don’t worry, but do you have the gift I sent you last month?” Uncle Emin’s voice was hoarse as if he’d been shouting too long, and his words rushed.

“Yes, I have it.” Nora went to her room and retrieved the package that weighed about five pounds, still wrapped in protective cardboard and foam. She hadn’t decided where to display the beautiful, ancient piece of rock with tribal hieroglyphics carved on the gray face.

“You need to keep it safe, all right? Don’t let it out of your sight!” Uncle Emin’s voice cracked, and he took deep breaths. “They’re coming. I don’t have time to explain.”

“Are you in the city still? What’s going on?” Nora’s voice reached a higher pitch, and she clutched the phone tightly like it was a lifeline to her uncle. Her fingers traced the edge of the broken stone, and a chill went up her arm.

“Nora, just keep … shit. They’re here. I’m at the university, but the CDC is coming for me. I’ll … get out.” Uncle Emin’s voice hardened in anger as shouts erupted in the background. The call disconnected.

Nora tried calling him back, but it went to voicemail. She paced her room. She wanted to leave to find her uncle, but what good would going to the city do? He would probably be long gone, or would she find him in trouble?  She debated calling the police to help. But if it ended up being something silly, like Emin overreacting or one of his colleagues playing a prank on him, then she’d be the one to look stupid. It wouldn’t be the first time one of the professors pulled a joke on the older man. But her uncle had sounded serious … Nora grumbled as she debated with herself. All her classes on dealing with psychological trauma didn’t help now. Textbooks would only get her so far. Black and white words didn’t tell her how to deal with real pain and stress in the moment except to breathe and focus on what she could control.

She wrapped up the artifact. It was one of Uncle Emin’s personal finds. It should have been in a museum, but he’d snuck it to her, saying they had other artifacts of higher worth. This one wouldn’t be missed as it was a small fraction of stone, a fraction of history. He knew she loved ancient history. Not enough to follow in his career footprints, but enough to appreciate a piece of history on her bookshelf. Was someone after it? She’d thought it was simply an interesting artifact he’d brought back from a dig. Nora had always appreciated rare pieces of history, as had her parents. She recalled her dad saying Emin was like the cool brother he never had. James Moon had been what he’d called a “boring but reliable accountant.” It paid the bills, and he was smart with money. Nora never felt pressure from him to follow his career path nor from her mom, who worked as a school counselor. However, she found she had a keen interest in psychology and social work, so perhaps she was destined to follow a little in her mom’s wake.

She cradled the box in her lap and folded the cardboard edges down. She’d keep it safe.

Nora pinched her brows together as she ran through a preliminary plan to stay put. I could go into the city just to check. No, I’ll wait … Nora fought with herself and picked up her phone again. It was one of many times she wished her parents were still alive so she could call them for advice. She thumbed through to find the last text message from her gamer friend, Wesley. He could offer at least some insight, if not distraction.

The door to the apartment burst open.








  
  
Chapter 2




Nora jumped and almost dropped her phone. 

“Nora? You must be home; you’ll never guess what just happened!” Jessica called.

Her roomie always made dramatic entrances. Nora took several deep breaths to calm her heart palpitations. You’d think she’d be used to this by now. Yet a big part of her was relieved not to be alone anymore.

Jess’ feet raced through the apartment, and she skidded to a stop in Nora’s doorway. “Can I turn off, like, two of these lights?” The switches flicked and shadows filtered outside Nora’s door.

Nora frowned. Stop being a pussy who jumps at every loud noise. But loud noises reminded her of the nightmares she kept having of what her parents might have gone through when the semi-truck had hit their Lexus. Her therapist said the night sweats and terrors were a form of post-traumatic stress disorder. Even though she hadn’t been there when the accident occurred, her mind imagined her parents’ last emotions and reactions. She conjured everything from their frightened expressions to the agonizing final breaths to their thoughts about what would happen to their only daughter.

She knew from her studies that the brain could not discern between reality and imagined events, so every time she thought about it, it would trigger a physical response in her body. The fight or flight. Certain parts of her brain would be oxygen-deprived and send her into a spiral.

“What happened?” she asked.

Jessica was the kind of girl who would get into a brawl for Nora but would also leave the bar with a new guy and leave her car behind. The klepto was something they’d both learned to live with. It was harmless, and Jess hadn’t had an incident in at least a month. Jessica’s tall, willowy frame swayed against the door jamb. She swept a manicured hand through her long, curled, brown hair.

“I was chased by a random guy. There’s a full moon or something, chica, look!” Jessica pushed up her sleeve, and a giant red wound made a semi-circle on her right forearm.

“Is that a bite mark?” Nora rose to inspect her friend’s injury. On her way, she couldn’t resist the impulse to dash past her roommate and check that she’d locked the front door.

“I locked it, Tick-tock,” Jess said, following after. Nora was satisfied that they were secure and turned to Jess with an apologetic face. She put up with Jess’ idiosyncrasies, and her friend was willing to do the same for her. Nora had a habit of checking things like locks obsessively. As if they could keep the world out.

“I hate that nickname.”

“I know, but it suits you.”

Nora avoided arguments about her nickname when she could. It wasn’t worth the effort. She was more concerned about Jess’ wound. “I think you should go to the hospital. Was it from a dog or something?”

“No, from a guy. What the fuck.” Jessica chuckled and went to the bathroom to wash it and disinfect the wound. “I thought the guy was pranking me, but Matt had to step in when he started biting. It’s fine, though. I don’t need a doctor to tell me to wash it out and keep an eye on it for infection. Have you seen the news tonight too?”

Nora was used to Jess’ nonchalant demeanor about nearly everything. Normally, it balanced Nora’s out, but tonight she was on edge. She took several deep breaths. She was trying extremely hard these days to remain in control of her fear. I cannot control anything but the space I’m in. She reminded herself she was safe right now—she was in control of the apartment space. Lights were on. She could escape to her room if necessary.

“Yeah, I watched something on violent outbursts or whatever,” Jess said as she peered at the bite mark with a grimace.

“Doesn’t look too deep,” Nora said as she looked at Jess’s arm. The bite was shallow, but it had broken skin. Jess put a band-aid over it.

“I heard about those riots too!” Jess sighed. “Man, I’ve had my ass grabbed, but biting? What the hell is that? After I kicked him in the shin and Matt shoved him, he finally ran. How was studying?”

“I really think you should go to the emergency room!” Nora couldn’t help the high pitch of her voice. She swallowed to make it go away.

“I’m fine, girl. Come on, how are you? How was study group? You’re more on edge than me.”

Nora sighed. She knew a lost battle when she saw one. Jessica wasn’t going to any emergency room, and that was that. “Tea was good, but I hate study groups. I think I’m ready for Professor Hick’s sociology test. Did you have fun with Matt?”

“You know it. He took me to Sully’s, and then we had a few drinks at Downpour. Have you tried a watermelon tornado? It’s gross.” Jess droned on about how great her date was and how campus guys were dicks. “You should try a coffee sometime too. I still can’t believe you don’t like coffee.”

Nora shrugged. She liked the smell of coffee, but the taste was too bitter for her. She’d tried it with cream, sugar, and flavor shots and still couldn’t get used to it. There were other ways to get caffeine.

“We could go to Brewton again and troll the hot baristas,” Jess said with a giggle.

“I’ll pass.” Nora pursed her lips. Every time they went out for drinks, it seemed the guys she was interested in were drawn only to Jess. Nora wasn’t unrealistic—she knew she wasn’t as bold as her friend. She didn’t have her mother’s flare for beauty and style. It was one of the areas Jess helped her. The vivacious brunette’s big energy often rubbed off on everyone around her, which gave Nora the guts to strike up conversations, even if they ended up going nowhere. Part of it was that Nora was almost too focused on reading people. She enjoyed watching them, but sometimes she read into them too much, convincing herself a guy wasn’t interested due to his body language. Yet, her intuitiveness to others was part of the reason she’d chosen psychology/sociology as her major and minor. She knew it was a little selfish to choose her major based on her past trauma, but she needed more tools than seeing a therapist to deal with her parents’ deaths. She needed to be proactive and help other people, even if the motive was to make herself feel better sometimes.

She could almost hear her mother’s voice in her head. You’re beautiful, sweetie; you need to own it. Look at those dark eyes, high cheekbones, and thick hair. Even though she was a European mix with no Korean genes in sight, Diana had always made sure to keep up with Asian beauty trends. Nora didn’t remember her adoption, as she’d come to the United States at two years old. Nora had no desire to track down her birth parents, not even after the car accident. What would be the point? It wouldn’t change anything or give her the “answers” she had no desire to obtain. Her adoptive mom had stayed at home for the first eight years of Nora’s life and then taken up a second career as a school counselor. Perhaps it was because of this that Nora wanted to work in psychology, to hang on to that part of her mom she could identify with.

Nora checked the front door lock again. Still bolted. Then she went to her room as Jess turned on the TV in the living room.

“You want to watch something?” Jess asked.

“Nah, thanks. I’m going to game.”

“Nerd.”

“You love me.” Nora smiled as Jess waved a casual hand at her.

Nora passed her reflection in the mirror as she closed her door. Being petite and half-Korean meant most people were taller than her. She hadn’t been told much about her birth parents, but her genealogy suggested Korean on her mother’s side and a European mix on her father’s. She brushed back long, dark hair that was freshly washed and still holding its curl. She might not have Jess’ porcelain complexion and honey-highlighted brunette hair with hazel eyes, but she did have something many others liked online. She could be as bold and beautiful as she wanted on the internet.

Nora couldn’t help the smile that crested her lips as she started up her laptop. The game icon loaded: Pirate Scourge. Her gamer tag, Hypernova, appeared with her picture. It was a real picture of her face, taken on a day leaden with clouds last fall when Jeremy had been the guy she’d thought would be her love forever; how things changed in a matter of months.

The game’s adventure music piped through her headphones, and she relaxed a fraction. The online, first-person shooter cooperative game distracted her busy, anxious brain. Her friend list popped up, and she scanned it to see who was on.

BigCrusty22, Pyro50, Bear, Dr. Pho, Cupcake, Rimfire, AlphaSnake, Princess Xena, and Tango Strike.

Wesley, a.k.a. Tango Strike, was on. Nora swallowed as she started the game. Would he join? She knew all the guys quite well, but there was something different about Wesley. She’d first noticed it when they’d started gaming over three years ago—he’d stay by her side and watch her six. He’d offer advice only if asked and didn’t make lewd comments.

Tango Strike’s message box flashed on her screen, and Nora’s heart leapt. She pursed her lips and shook her head. She really shouldn’t care what some guy over the internet had to say. More often than not, they spoke online through the game even though she had his number. It wasn’t like they texted all that often … but he had given her his number. Did that mean something more?

He’d also texted her a picture of himself. He had dark hair, equally dark, hooded eyes, skin the shade of a perfect beach tan, a strong chin, and light stubble that defined his prominent cheekbones. His broad shoulders were covered in a navy, button-down shirt with a black tie, and his narrow waist was cinched with a silver-buckled belt and black slacks. He was business casual, but he looked like a guy who would also be at home lounging by a pool.

Jessica had forced Nora to send him a picture of herself from a Caribbean vacation a year ago, and to her surprise, he’d been very complimentary. Nora wasn’t fooling herself that she could even pretend to be near beach model status, but she had a healthy body, and if she wasn’t feeling brave enough for the gym, she’d do video workouts. But there was no way a guy who looked like Wesley would ever be into her in real life.

Hey, you gaming? Wesley.

Nora typed in the chat box. Yeah, late-night studying and need to blow off steam.

I’ll join you if you want.

Yes!

If Bigtool joins I’m rage quitting.

Nora bobbed her head even though no one could see. I’ll quit with you.

The game loaded, and pirates stalked about on the screen on their ships. Treasure maps marked different events they could play. It was a mix of modern weaponry and old-time guns and cannons. Nora picked her female avatar and armed her with a cutlass, sniper rifle, and pistol. The objective was to take as many enemy ships as possible and bury their treasure or use it to upgrade weapons. The enemy ranged from other pirates (players) to zombie-like creatures supposedly native to the Caribbean islands to the British East India Trading Company crews.

Nora slid her headphones on and adjusted the microphone.

“Hey, Moonbeam.”

At the sound of Wesley’s deep, raspy voice, all thoughts of her uncle’s strange call and Jess’ bite wound faded. His nickname for her was much less irritating than Jess’s. He’d said it meant “flashlight” in Marine jargon, and Nora thought it was a funny coincidence as he didn’t know her last name was Moon. He’d given her the name because she liked to turn on her flashlight all the time in the game, even when it was light out. Even in the game, her fear of the dark inserted itself.

“Hi.” Nora couldn’t keep the smile from her voice.

Wesley’s low voice transmitted on the other end. “We ended in Mer-cove last time; let’s raid that again to see if anything better drops.” The music from the game swelled, and they loaded into the cove where their ship was beached on the sand. It was called ‘careening,’ and it was a necessary part of the game if they wanted to win. The mission was to repair it while fighting off the undead.

“Aye.” Nora grinned as she slipped into her pirate persona. “You’re not out on a date or having fun?” She couldn’t help asking. They’d flirted around the relationship line for a while now, and she wasn’t afraid to find out if he was dating anyone yet. He lived close by in the “suburbs of Chicago,” but they’d never given out exact addresses. They’d also never crossed into the territory of meeting in person or “IRL.” For Nora, it was too risky, and he’d never pushed her. She also didn’t want to explain why she only left the house when she had to and how meeting at a coffee café was also a stretch for her. The more she invested in people, the more she had to reveal. Nora wasn’t about to mess up a routine that worked and got her out of bed every day. School, working out, and home were pretty much all she could handle.

“I could be, but the city has a curfew now. Everyone in by nine,” he said. “Why are you home on a Friday?”

“Oh, wow, I didn’t realize it was that serious. I was studying for an exam on Monday. I wonder if the campus will have a curfew soon.”

“I’d bet on it. Isn’t it almost spring break there?” Wesley chuckled, but there was tension in his voice. He seemed distracted tonight—as was evidenced when he took a bullet to the shoulder in the game. “Got a lot of Mobs here.”

Nora hurried to cover him. The Mobs—mobile object blockers to some or simply ‘monsters’ to others—ran at Wesley’s avatar with swords slashing and pistols firing. His health dipped, but he patched his player with a quick rum potion. She returned fire at the barrage of undead that swarmed toward their beached ship.

“Yeah, but I’m not going anywhere. At least the weather’s getting nicer for most people. I like the cold.” Nora tapped keys and clicked her mouse furiously. Shot after shot felled body after body, Mob after Mob. The cerulean waters turned black with blood, and the crash of waves made it hard to see the oncoming enemy. They were blobs of vaguely human shapes with blackened, peeling flesh that wielded swords.

Wesley could stand, and he helped kill the herd of undead. “I like the cold too.”

“So, you’ve seen the crazy violence in the city now, huh? It’s like people are losing their minds,” Nora said. She cursed as an undead swiped at her and took half her health. “Not unlike this game.” She gritted her teeth as the zombie pirate tried to attack her. Wesley had her back and shoved two off, so she could shoot them. Her fingers clacked the keys even faster.

“Yup. I had two guys try to jump me last night.”

“Whoa.”

“It’s fine. They weren’t serious.”

“How is being mugged not serious?” Nora shuddered at the thought. What if something had happened to him? What if she’d never spoken to him again and never known what happened? See, this is why you don’t want to get attached to people. Even online.

“It wasn’t serious because they didn’t have weapons and ran the second after I threw a punch,” Wesley replied in his calm baritone. She imagined him squaring up on two skinny punks, and it wasn’t hard to imagine his broad shoulders and angled chin intimidating people.

“And what is it you do?” Nora teased. She’d been trying to get him to give her a straight answer for a year.

“I’m a pawnbroker.” Wesley chuckled.

Nora snorted. “Okay. I at least am honest when I said I’m a college student.”

“I was honest when I said I’m way older than you. Work is work. Nothing special,” Wesley replied and let off a volley of shots that sent the last undead to its watery grave. The ocean turned back to brilliant blue, and the beach washed itself. Their ship listed to one side, needing repairs.

A ping sounded, and she saw Cupcake and Rimfire, also known as Elena and Kyle, join their game. Six people could join a campaign at a time, but they liked no more than four because it was often frustrating to get six people to go in the same direction and agree on action. Elena had spoken with Nora outside the game and liked getting to know her. They didn’t exchange intimate details, but Nora knew she lived somewhere in Michigan and loved antiques and crocheting.

“Heya, anal bitches. Copy,” Rimfire said over his mic, and Nora greeted him with a cheerful hello. Sometimes he could be too much, but she wanted to have fun tonight.

“What’s up, y’all?” Cupcake answered, and her avatar inspected the ship. “You destroyed the Fancy, guys?”

“Hey, guys. Yeah, we saved it from islanders, but it needs help,” Nora said.

“Copy that,” Wesley said with a laugh.

“The fuck you do to it?” Rimfire guffawed and his avatar, a highly overdressed pirate king, started to search for materials to fix the ship.

“Undead, dude,” Nora said. She scavenged around the island for supplies and found pieces of driftwood. The game wasn’t exactly realistic, but no one played games for reality. There was too much of that already.

“I found some barnacle remover. Come help me,” Cupcake said, and her avatar beaconed.

“I’m on the other side of the island. It’ll be a sec.” Nora hefted the wood and started to walk in the general direction of Cupcake.

“I’ll come with. I have a lot of wood,” Rimfire said with a short puff.

“I’m good with Tango, thanks.” Nora rolled her eyes.

“Tango Strike? A little help?” Cupcake’s voice took on a decidedly flirty tone, and Nora chuckled to herself. They might be friends, but Nora had a healthy understanding of internet relationships. They didn’t share too many intimate details, yet there was a definite camaraderie built up over years of gaming together. Cupcake flirted with every guy they gamed with and almost seemed to like the challenge of putting herself between Wesley and Nora. Yet her friends' familiar banter and voices helped her control what she could and forget about the things she couldn’t.

“I’m with Hypernova,” he answered, using Nora’s gamer tag and not her name.

“It’s not all about her all the time, Tango.” Cupcake giggled lightly, but Nora heard the jealousy under it. She didn’t let it bother her because there was nothing to be jealous of.

“It is.”

Nora’s breath hitched, and she licked her lips. How did she respond to that?

Rimfire saved her the answer. “Come on, penetrators, let’s get out on the open water before we’re attacked again. I want to do some plundering, and you know what I mean!”

Cupcake giggled and said he could plunder her as long as he gave her diamonds. They started to salvage materials, and the ship was ready to sail in a matter of minutes.

Nora stood at the ship's bow as her screen lit up with the open ocean and a red horizon. She gazed at the peaceful, endless possibilities in the game and wondered if life could be that way for her. She shook her head. With her OCD tics and careful way of living, there wasn’t room for spontaneity or surprise. Nora glanced at her phone to see if her uncle had called back yet or texted. Nothing.

She needed to check the front door one more time to be sure it was locked.








  
  
Chapter 3




Wesley logged out of Pirate Scourge and sat back in his chair. Two hours of sailing and commandeering ships were enough for him tonight, especially with Cupcake’s high-pitched voice and attempts to flirt with him. Then her friend joined their party, and it escalated from there. There was only so much girl talk he could take while in game. Add in Rimfire’s overtly sexual innuendos, and it was like he was back in high school. 

He stretched and was delighted when Hypernova invited him to continue their conversation via video chat on Serma, the universal gaming chat and forum server. He accepted the request. He knew a lot more about Nora than she knew—or might want him to know. That was part of his nature. He had the resources to do a background search on her, but he didn’t; he pieced together the information she gave him. He was good at stitching together data to form a bigger picture.

It wasn’t hard with her phone number to figure out where she lived or more accurately, if she lied about where she lived. She hadn’t. While she’d made no comment about attending university, she’d let slip the mascot of a charging horse. The only school around with that mascot was Knox.

His US marshal badge sat on his desk next to his computer. Wesley let out a breath. Was it his nature to be curious about everyone? Suspicious even? There was something about Nora that made him protective, and he couldn’t understand it. He’d never been compelled to want a girlfriend or wife to protect because he’d seen too many abused women, too many abusive women. His abusive mother included. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust women. It was that he’d seen too much of humanity’s wasted potential.

“You look zoned out. You tired?” Nora’s sweet voice brought him back to reality. Her picture on the video chat was clear, if slightly grainy. Her long dark hair was down tonight. Her lightly freckled face smiled at him.

Wesley ensured she didn’t see much past his wall with some metal art hanging on it. She did the same, he assumed. He couldn’t see anything but a pale blue wall with a dog painting. They didn’t video chat much, so he was pleasantly surprised she wanted to tonight.

“Yeah, sorry, got caught up in a work email.” Wesley lied and wasn’t surprised how easily it came to him.

“So, a pawnbroker must get a lot of emails at all hours of the night?” she said.

He didn’t like lying, but the truth often caused a lot of tension. No one wanted to be friends with a marshal unless they needed help. And if they needed marshal help, it probably wasn’t a great situation. The marshals didn’t even have the stigma of friendly neighborhood cops because hardly anyone really knew what a US marshal did exactly—even if they had seen The Fugitive. Wesley had trained at Federal Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia. Nineteen weeks of training in surveillance, use of force, high-threat trials, computer training, and several other fields. After working in all fields, he had chosen fugitive apprehension. But all his hard work had gone to shit when a situation pursuing a trafficker went terribly wrong.

And now he questioned whether he wanted to stay in the marshal service. Maybe it was too much of a fit for him; maybe he liked the violence and uncertainty more than he should.

“I do.” Wesley kept the answer short to cover the unease at her question. He wished he could summon the courage to tell her the truth, but it wouldn’t do any good. They weren’t ever going to meet in person, even though they lived close to each other. It wasn’t a good idea, and he got the impression Nora had a mistrust of people that he didn’t fault her for. She was smart to not meet strange guys from online.

He tried to imagine what it was like being a woman and how much they had to protect themselves from guys. Not that he didn’t get into trouble. But it was pretty universal that a girl in a dark alley was much more likely to meet an unpleasant end than a guy. Wesley trained hard never to be the guy who met an untimely end or the guy who was surprised by the callousness of humanity. He prepared for situations constantly until it was second nature. ‘We don’t rise to the level of our expectations; we fall to the level of our training’ was a quote by the Greek poet Archilochus and used by Chief Gibson to all the new trainees. It had stuck with Wesley.

“Are you sleeping any better?” she asked. Wesley’s instinct was to dodge the question, but he’d been the one to confide that fact in her.

He didn’t sleep much, and when he did, it was fractured dreams of bullets and fire. Or his mother yelling at his father and throwing plates at his head. His father never fought back.

“Nah. The sleeping pills work for about five hours, and then I’m awake.” Wesley checked the clock on his nightstand: 11:45. He was on leave and supposed to see a therapist the next day. He detested being made to speak with shrinks but hated the courts even more. Luckily, the therapy session was only one of two strongly encouraged, or mandated, by Chief Deputy Oliver Gibson. Wesley wasn’t about to give his superior a reason to think pulling his gun was because of mental imbalance. The only thing bothering him was how a shoot-out with five fatalities would tie his job up for months as they investigated every corner of the situation.

“Didn’t you wear that same shirt a few weeks ago when we chatted?” Nora asked. She tilted her head in a way that let him know she was teasing.

Wesley was surprised she noticed. It was the same shirt, a black T-shirt with a bulldog. He either slept or worked out in it. Then again, she’d said she was studying psych and sociology, so she might have been a stickler for details like him.

“You caught me. I only own five shirts.” Wesley laughed with her.

“I’m sure that’s not true.” Nora yawned and stretched, showing a sliver of skin on her abdomen, and her breasts strained against the red patterned shirt. Wesley fought the urge to flirt harder—he didn’t even know how if he were honest with himself. What would he say? Something stupid about how she should show him more of her shirts? Except lower cut? He shook his head at himself. That sounded super pervy.

“I should let you get some sleep. Any fun weekend plans?” Wesley asked to divert her asking further about him.

“No, not really. Just more studying. Although, my uncle called me tonight very upset. I should check on him.” Nora sighed. “I hate going into the city, though. I can’t drive worth a damn, and I’m going to get myself killed one day.”

“What was wrong with your uncle?”

“Don’t know. He asked if the gift he had given me a month ago was safe. He pulled a Gandalf on me,” she said with a giggle and performed a bad impression of the wizard in the Lord of the Rings.

Wesley chuckled. “Well, I hope whatever it is, is safe. I bet he’ll check in with you tomorrow. Let me know if you’re still worried.”

Nora’s voice came over the mic. Her face loaded on the screen as the internet went in and out for a second. “Does that mean I should text you?” She asked it as a joke, but Wesley wanted exactly that.

He didn’t know how to say that in a good way. “Uh, sure, yeah.” He tried to paste a smile on his face that wasn’t awkward. He didn’t think he succeeded, judging from her lowered gaze and how she picked at her nails. He sounded like he was as interested in her as in watching paint dry.

Nora picked up on it. “Okay, well, have a good night, then.”

“Thanks, you too.”

The connection and video went silent, and Wesley cursed. You can’t even muster the will to try to flirt with her? You might as well be dead.

The truth was worse. Wesley frowned and shut down his computer. Bourbon sat in a crystal glass in his small living room. He rarely drank because of what it had done to his dad; he’d coped with his abusive wife by using liquid courage. But sometimes, the tang and rich flavors of bourbon soothed his nerves. Wesley glanced around the two-bedroom condo that was spacious enough for more than one person and located near Lake Shore Drive. He’d worked hard for a place like this. A place his dad hadn’t ever visited, and that was fine with Wesley. He didn’t need his family to validate his life.

“Wesley, come on.” His dad’s soft whisper woke him, the whiskey on his breath a faint echo of the misery they lived in.

Wesley woke from sleep to see his dad and sister standing at the edge of his bed. His mother's crashing of plates and low moans told him she was in another one of her moods. His nine-year-old brain understood that she’d calm down in a few hours, but she was dangerous now. He dressed and followed his dad down the stairs. They crept over broken dishes, and a knife stuck out of the wall. They quietly made their way to the car.

His dad put a finger to his lips and unlocked the gray Honda. His sister’s glassy, sleep-deprived eyes flicked to him for a second as she climbed into the back seat. His dad tucked a blanket over them as he started the engine. Oldies music softly crooned from the radio. It would forever remind Wesley of these night drives when they had a slight taste of freedom and fun.

“Where are we going?” Wesley rubbed his face, waking up fully.

“How about a milkshake?” His dad’s voice was hoarse, as if he’d been yelling for hours.

“Okay. How long will we be gone?”

His dad shook his head.

“Why don’t you call someone?” Wesley had often heard his dad threaten to call the cops or his mother’s therapist. Wesley didn’t have a high opinion of therapists even at a young age. His mother never seemed to get better.

“She’s in a mood again. She needs to be alone for a little bit.” His dad sped them down the black strip of backwoods road toward a midnight diner. This particular diner knew their family well, and Wesley had seen the pretty waitress slip whiskey into his dad’s coffee before. It made his dad happy, and when he was happy, Becca was happy. When both his dad and sister were okay, Wesley was okay.

Wesley inhaled the earthy, woodsy smell of dewy trees and undergrowth. Their small town in Texas was hardly the place people wanted to stay. He sighed. He knew already that he wanted to live alone when he grew up. He wanted to get away from other people’s judgmental stares and whispers.

Wesley resisted the temptation to drink more. Instead, he got his running gear on and headed out into the dark. Memories chased him like bodies that bloated and floated to the surface of the water. He had gotten out, but not without scars. Was it the reason he always had to have his place settings aligned? The reason he couldn’t sit with his back to a door? And why he’d never had a steady partner because trusting people took too much from him? Still, he was luckier than Becca—her mind had deteriorated like his mother’s from what they diagnosed now as bipolar disorder and schizophrenia.

The city’s noise and violence didn’t deter him as he started to jog toward the lake path. Screw the curfew seemed to be the mentality of hundreds of people, awake and alone like him. The black water shimmered with lamp post spillage, and a few late-night runners flitted in and out of the light like shadows. The city never quite slept, and Wesley liked it that way. There was always something going on to distract him from his mind.








  
  
Chapter 4




Nora walked to class with Jess in the cool morning air. She still hesitated to go out, all the noise and people gave her pause, but she was determined not to let it stop her. Her black backpack, another gift from her adventuring uncle, was leaden with her laptop, a few textbooks since she liked actual pages to read, and notebooks. Her water bottle fit into a pocket on the side. It was similar to a tactical pack used in the military. Uncle Emin swore by them. 

“I think something’s wrong …” Jess muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Nora peered at her roommate.

Jess rubbed her hand against her forehead, and sweat beaded her upper lip. Her skin was pale and looked clammy. “I feel like … I don’t know. Weird.”

“Do you want to go back and lie down?” Nora hefted her pack and turned.

“No, I can make it to the chem lab. Matt’s going to explain it to me.” Jess giggled as she talked about the dirty things they’d done instead of studying. Nora waved her off.

After last night’s drama, she was proud of herself for going to class. Her mother would have wanted her to live a “normal” life, whatever that was, and being a hermit was not normal.

Nora shook her head. She was lucky she had Jess, even if they had opposite personalities. It almost made them better friends and roommates. The campus was unusually quiet, given that it was a Friday. A few students biked across the quad; others walked in groups. The air still had the tang of winter, and everyone wore down coats to keep the chill at bay. Nora liked that there were so few people. It made it easier to be out if she didn’t have to run into anyone or pretend to wave or make small talk.

Her phone pinged, and Nora’s heart sped up. She slid it from her pocket. The text was from her ex, Jeremy.

What’s up, doll? I’m heading to Bluehouse if you wanted to join. Coffee’s on me.

Nora scoffed. He still didn’t remember she didn’t drink coffee even after a year of tumultuous dating. And all the coffee or tea in the world wouldn’t make up for him “accidentally” hitting her when he was drunk. Jeremy had been her one experiment living in the moment, attempting to be like her beautiful, spirited mother who was up for challenges. She tsked. There were some lines she knew even her mom wouldn’t want her to cross. Dating an abusive loser was definitely one of them. Her counselor voice would sternly tell Nora to quit being naïve and that she deserved better.

No.

Short, simple, and hopefully a dagger in his side. Nora continued toward the library. Her sociology test loomed on Monday, and while she was marginally sure she was prepared, she also had nothing else to do except force herself to go about her rituals. Routine, keep it safe, no surprises.

Her phone pinged again. Nora glanced at the screen in annoyance. It was from Wesley. Her irritation melted.

Sorry if I was abrupt last night—not enough sleep.

Nora smiled; this text threatened to make her whole day better. She quelled the feeling. This wasn’t the first time Wesley had apologized for being curt. That was the way he was. Nothing was happening between them. Further, did she want something to happen?

No worries. Hope you’re feeling better. Nora bit her lip, trying to think of something witty to say. Don’t let any deals slip through today!

She rolled her eyes at herself. So clever, so charming. Her mom would have known how to flirt back. Nora sniffed in the cold March air and walked faster to keep warm. She didn’t like to dwell on an unfortunate life circumstance when she knew others had it worse, but her parents' deaths remained with her every day.

I won’t. :)  I hope you do something fun this weekend, explore those horizons.

If I go anywhere it’ll be the library.

Wesley didn’t respond, and Nora didn’t expect him to.

“Did I lock the door?” She wondered out loud and thought about going back to check. No, she fought her OCD tendencies. How could she even think of a life with someone when she was “Miss Tick-tock,” as Jess said.

Even if she did entertain a life with someone, it could all be taken away in a second. In a tenth of a second. The semi that had run a red light, all because he was taking a shortcut through a small town, ruined more than his own life. Nora shuddered as the memory of the accident scene unfolded in her mind. She’d been fifteen.

“We’ve come to deliver some bad news. Your parents, James and Evelyn Moon, were killed in a car accident tonight.” The tone of the police officer, who explained he was the investigating officer, had been matter of fact, but his eyes had conveyed compassion that Nora hadn’t been able to process. The man next to him explained he was also an officer and added a few details after Nora’s initial shocked silence. Her parents were hit by a semi-truck, the driver believed to have fallen asleep at the wheel, but they’d know for sure when the toxicology screens came back.

“Is there a family member you can contact to stay with or anyone who needs to be informed right now?” the officer asked.

Nora was speechless. No, she was an only child. Her divorced uncle was away on a trip, and her father’s family was insane, so there was no way she’d call them. The officers said they could not leave her alone until she found someone to stay with her. Nora called her neighbor who had a daughter her age whom she’d gotten a few rides to school or after-school activities with. Both the mom and her daughter came to stay with her. After two days, Nora visited the scene of the accident. It only made it worse. Following the funeral, she had a hard time leaving the comfort and safety of the house. It was as if she could insulate herself by controlling things in her immediate space.

Nora snapped out of her funk of memories and blinked rapidly. The cold stung her cheeks, and she was grateful for it. She jumped when a siren started up near her. Red and white lights flashed as an ambulance careened around the corner with two police cars behind it. They headed toward the west end of campus. The science buildings.

Nora’s bad feeling intensified when her phone rang again.

“Nor?” Jess’ voice, ecstatic and vibrant, blared over the line.

“Yeah, hey, are there police by you? I saw them …” The sirens got louder on Jess’ end.

“Oh. My. God. Yes! The police are here, babe!” Jess shouted, and Nora held the phone a few inches from her ear. “Nora, you gotta come try this with us. We’re invincible! The chem building has this amazing rooftop.”

Nora changed direction and started to jog toward the chemistry building. Her heart thudded faster than her feet.

“What are you guys doing on the roof?” She tried to keep her voice calm so as not to startle her friend. See, this is why I stay inside, where it's safe.

Matt’s hollers and shouts drowned out the first bit of Jess’ response. “… this is insane. You can see so much from here. I should have been an actress or some star shit, you know? This is what they must feel like—view from the top, and they’ve got it maaaade!”

“Jess, get off the roof.”

“I wish you’d embrace life, Nora. I wish you could feel like we do! Don’t be afraid to put yourself out there,” Jess said, her voice breathless.

Nora sped up and reached the white brick building where the police had set up a perimeter. One had a bullhorn. They attempted to talk to Jess, but she continued talking over the phone. 

“I know you’re scared. I know you think you can control everything and nothing will hurt you, but truth is, you can’t. I hate that your parents died like that. They’d want you to fly!” Jess shouted, and Nora’s heart constricted.

Jess wasn’t wrong, but her words stung like a rose thorn. Compulsively, Nora started to count her fingers. It was another tic she’d established after the accident. It helped her get out the door if she concentrated on something other than what was outside. And she needed soothing right now because she could now see Jessica on the ledge of the roof with her arms outstretched, phone clutched in one hand. Matt stood behind her with his head thrown back and his hair flying in the wind. Both of their jackets were missing.

“Can you get off the roof? What are you doing?” Nora shouted and skidded to a stop in front of the building, as far as the police barrier would let her. No one noticed her. Her limbs went numb.

“I’m living!” Jess spread her arms wide, and her breath misted in the air like dragon smoke. Her long dark hair streamed around her, and she was a shining star for a moment. A beacon of impenetrable greatness.

And then she jumped.

Bile burned Nora’s esophagus, and she clutched her stomach in horror. Her mind reeled at the impossible sight of her friend dropping like an elegant diver. Screaming wasn’t an adequate reaction.









