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      Tori Lewis was out of M&Ms. None in her purse, none in the glove box. Even the emergency packet in her briefcase had been consumed during her pre-wedding jitters. After the job interview she’d just endured for Half TV, a local cable TV station, she needed a chocolate fix. Now.

      “I know I’m supposed to go to you for comfort,” she muttered to God as she pulled into a parking spot, “but if you wouldn’t mind, a package of M&Ms would jumpstart the process.”

      The bell tinkled over her head as the door of Ed & Eddie’s Corner Market closed behind her. Tori stamped the snow off her boots as her eyes adjusted from the deepening twilight outside to the bright fluorescent lights of the store. It took her a moment to notice everyone in the store staring at her. Including the guy with the gun.

      Tori froze. She always assumed her love of the colorful chocolate candy might one day destroy her figure, but she never expected her addiction to end in gunfire.

      The gunman swung toward her. His bulky open coat couldn’t hide the fact that the skinny boy was no man. A Detroit Tigers baseball cap covered most of his brown hair, but not his panicky eyes. “What do you want?” His voice came out higher at the end and he cleared his throat. “Well?” he asked, forcing the word out at a lower pitch.

      “Uhh…M&Ms,” Tori said. It sounded like a question. Her brain was having a hard time getting up to speed in this unexpected situation. God, help me.

      Her eyes darted around the small store. An older woman cried and held a nearly hysterical younger woman, shushing her to no avail. One of the men held a baby ensconced in a little pink snowsuit. Another nodded quietly at her as if to convey caution.

      Situation confirmed. She was hip-deep in doo-doo. Where was her big, strong new husband when she needed him?

      The armed boy-man cocked his head toward the candy aisle. Tori didn’t know if he meant for her to move out of the way or if he was just being unusually helpful by pointing her in the right direction. Erring on the side of caution, she forced a fleeting smile and mumbled “thanks” as she walked past him and down the middle aisle to stand in front of the M&Ms. Now what?

      The gunman turned back to Eddie, the cashier and half-owner of Ed & Eddie’s. “Hurry up before someone else comes in!”

      “Easy, dude, easy,” Eddie said, moving his hands slowly toward the cash register. Eddie wasn’t very old either, early 20s or so, but he was sadly experienced in the holdup category. Tori couldn’t remember the details, but she’d heard bits and pieces of stories. Come to think of it, why did she shop at a store with a record anyway? She remembered Eddie had played sports in high school. Something like baseball or wrestling or karate could come in handy right now. Hopefully his sport hadn’t been cross-country running.

      Tori glanced at the M&Ms next to her. More than ever she needed to stress eat. Could she open a package now and pay Eddie later? Maybe two packages. Her hands started to shake. She shoved them in her pockets.

      Today was only day ten of her new and fabulous married life. She hadn’t wanted to go out today anyway and now this. Only two days ago she and Joe had checked out of their Disney World hotel, blue skies and temperatures in the 70s, nothing on their minds but a long and blissful life together. Tori prayed now that she’d make it to day eleven of that life. They hadn’t been married long enough to do anything except make love—which was awesome—but she’d hoped for more. After all, they figured they’d have the rest of their lives together. Neither of them thought the “death” part of “till death do us part” would happen until there was a lot more gray hair involved.

      The sound of a crying baby registered. Tori glanced over at the well-dressed man in the expensive trench coat. He kept his back between the gunman and his child. A gesture Tori would normally find heartwarming. But today it was the action of a man who wasn’t going to get involved. Great. He wouldn’t be of any use. So this is where equal opportunity gets us. Tori considered offering to hold the baby so he could help the other men save the day. Her self-esteem would be fine with that. Maybe if she were comforting someone, she wouldn’t feel like crying herself.

      Enough! Tori wiped at her eyes. She was not letting some stupid, scared boy dictate her life and death. She’d spent too much energy changing her life into just what she wanted to lose it now. She chewed on her lip. What could she do?

      A movement from the corner of her eye. She saw one of the men—the one who’d nodded calmly at her—edging closer to the gunman. Yikes. Should she duck or help?
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        * * *

      

      A police car raced past the entrance to Harborview Mall. Lights and sirens cleared a path among the post-Christmas shoppers. But mostly people moved to avoid the speeding white Toyota hurtling through the night like a rusty snowball.

      The cars sped through two more lights. Divine intervention surely prevented a crash as the Toyota skidded on a patch of ice, nearly sideswiping another car. The police cruiser missed that particular bit of ice, but a close call at the next light had the cop in the passenger seat crossing himself with one hand while hanging on with the other.

      Another police car parked in the next intersection forced the chase to take a hard right and brought them into a quieter industrial area. Quieter except for the jarring sirens. Large warehouse-style office buildings magnified the piercing sound and reflected the red and blue lights onto the snow. The Toyota picked up speed, blowing through three stop signs amidst honking horns and flying middle fingers.

      The police cars slowed down enough to ensure that the chase continued to be accident-free. The Toyota made a left down an alley to avoid yet another police car, and raced out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      Superhero X looked up at the roof of the nearby three-story office building and spoke into a microphone concealed in his mask. “What do you see, Tick Tock?”

      Team leader Tick Tock, Mickey Valient to the rest of the world, coordinated the car chase with the police. “It’s our lucky day, boys. They’re herding him right toward us.”

      In the growing winter darkness, the men stood nearly invisible in their midnight blue outfits, masks covering the upper half of their faces. When they spoke, their voices came out with a metallic distortion courtesy of Tick Tock’s voice-disguising device.

      Adrenaline rushed through his system as X waited on the ground. He missed being out with the guys. Had it only been two weeks? The rushed wedding and honeymoon had been exhilarating, but he was glad to be home and back at the work he loved.

      Standing half-hidden in the alley, X grinned at his other friend and partner in crime-fighting. “Ready to play, big guy?”

      Powerhouse, otherwise known as Bull Kincaid, smiled back, his pale skin and white teeth a sharp contrast against the dark mask. At least six and a half feet tall and built like a linebacker, Powerhouse usually played the “immovable object” against the unstoppable forces they came up against. He cracked his knuckles, then his neck. “Bring it,” he said.

      Police sirens wailed in the night, getting louder.

      “How close?” X asked Tick Tock.

      “Just turned down the alley,” Tick Tock replied. “Get ready.”

      Powerhouse peeked around the fence that separated the alley from the parking lot where they waited. Gauging the distance to the approaching Toyota, he stepped back and moved behind an overflowing metal garbage bin. He placed his hands and one shoulder against it, waiting, shifting his weight from one foot to the other in anticipation.

      X waited behind him, anxious for the fracas to begin. Sometimes he got to be the front man, but tonight they needed Powerhouse’s muscle to end the chase. X tossed a short steel pipe from one hand to the other, feeling the rush of energy flow through his body. The gloves he wore were palm-less rather than fingerless. They protected him from leaving fingerprints, but allowed his skin to absorb the strength of the metal. He had been working on plans for flexible titanium-lined gloves before he met Tori, but the craziness of falling in love and getting married over the last two months had disrupted a lot of things. The gloves fell to the bottom of his to do list. Tonight he’d have to make do with the pipe.

      X squeezed his right palm around the steel. Hot energy tightened his skin all over his body. The rush felt good. He put his new bride out of his mind and focused on the job at hand.

      “Ready, set…” Tick Tock’s voice came through their earpieces.

      X shifted onto the balls of his feet in anticipation.

      “Now!”

      Powerhouse shoved the garbage bin into the alley. The squeal of brakes, the crash of metal on metal as the car hit the heavy steel container full-on. Powerhouse jumped behind the garbage bin and locked his elbows. He kept the car from skidding toward the surrounding buildings by digging his heels into the snow-covered asphalt. X watched the pavement buckle behind his friend’s feet.

      The car stopped with a final screech of damaged metal. X watched the doors for exiting passengers. His turn at bat.

      The garbage bin began to roll toward the opposite building. Powerhouse pushed it to a flatter area. Less paperwork if there wasn’t any damage to surrounding private property. X didn’t like to waste time with paper when there were always more people to protect, more criminals to catch.

      “Driver side,” came Tick Tock’s voice in their ears.

      The driver side door flew open and X took his position. A young man stumbled out—maybe old enough to vote, not old enough to drink, but dumb enough to run. He looked over his shoulder toward the approaching police car, his feet already double-timing in the opposite direction.

      Right into the path of Superhero X.

      Wham!

      The young man slammed into him and fell.

      X grinned down, tapping the pipe against his thigh. He had only an inkling of what it felt like for someone to run into him. His brothers said it was like running into a steel wall. X put his palm out and raised his fingers twice. The universal sign for “come and get it.”

      The driver gaped up at him from the pavement. One hand held his head. Must’ve cracked it on X’s chest.

      “He’s not a mouse, X. Hold him for the officers.” Tick Tock sounded either exasperated or amused. X couldn’t tell through the voice-disguiser. “Powerhouse, another one on the passenger side.”

      X shook his head slightly. There was no challenge in it when things went according to plan. He reached down to grab the driver. Not quick enough.

      The man rolled away. Standing, he now held a 9mm pistol. Jogging backwards with the gun aimed at X, he ducked between two buildings.

      X muttered under his breath. Careful what you wish for. More squealing brakes signaled the arrival of the police. X gave chase. A cop pounded a few yards behind him.

      “He’s got a gun,” X yelled over his shoulder.

      More sirens sounded from the front of the building. Police shouted to each other. X struggled to hear Tick Tock in his earpiece.

      “Say again?” he shouted as he ran.

      “Turn right. Bushes in front.”

      The buildings gave way to the parking lot and X turned right. Three more police officers came running from their cars at the front of the building. X paused, searching the snow for footprints. He saw movement, halogen security lights reflected a flash of red fabric. He bounded into the bushes just as the driver jumped up with his gun.

      X pulled up short. A shootout was not the kind of excitement he was looking for. Too many ways for it to end badly. Putting out his hand in a conciliatory gesture, he turned his body to shield the police officers behind him. Slow movements and quiet words would win the day. “Now just⁠—”

      “Drop your weapon!” a cop behind him shouted.

      The cop moved into X’s peripheral vision on the left. Idiot. Didn’t he know X was here to protect him? He was supposed to stay back. If the driver started shooting now, he could hit any of them.

      The young man flinched at the cop’s shout and raised his gun. To his left, X saw all the officers bring up their guns, everyone shouting at the guy to drop his weapon. X groaned. So much for slow movements and quiet words. The situation had spiraled out of control. Which left only one option.

      Before anyone could start shooting, X leapt at the guy, holding tightly to the steel pipe. In a flash, an image of Tori appeared in his mind, a picture of his lovely little wife with a gun pointed at her. Another flash, and Tori was advancing on the gunman.

      Protect her.

      The same imperative voice that shouted in his mind when he first met Tori was stronger than ever. Along with the vision, it shook him, and X realized as he launched himself at the gun-wielding drug dealer that his timing was a half-second too late.

      Bang! The gun went off.
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        * * *

      

      Tori pulled her fisted hands from her coat pockets, looking around, trying to decide what to do. Please help me, God. Her eyes darted to Eddie behind the counter. He saw the quiet man moving toward the gunman, too. Eddie opened the cash register and started counting the bills out loud.

      “Twenty, forty, sixty⁠—”

      “Just put it in the bag, man!” the kid shouted.

      Eddie shot him an angry look. “I have to tell my dad how much got stolen for the insurance paperwork, you idiot! Eighty, one hundred…” Eddie kept counting, picking up the tens and then the fives.

      Tori felt her lips twitch in a tiny smile. Brilliant! The kid was so focused on the money, he didn’t see the other guy sneaking up behind him. Tori tensed, praying this would work.

      Crash!

      Behind her, near the women, a glass jar fell and broke. The young woman screamed.

      The gunman swung around. “Everybody freeze!”

      More screams tore the air. Tori ducked as the kid waved the gun. The idiot looked like he was in a gangster movie. He probably didn’t even know how to use the thing.

      The gunman turned back to the cashier. “Give me the money and no one gets hurt!”

      Eddie stopped counting and started putting the money into a paper bag. Tori thought he nodded to the other man, only four or five feet away now and gliding forward soundlessly.

      When Eddie started to put all the change into the bag, the gunman interrupted him. “Forget the change! I don’t want no change! What, you never been held up before? Get me the money from the safe, and I’m gone, and you live.”

      Eddie shook his head. “I-I can’t—the safe⁠—”

      “Give him the money!” one of the women screamed.

      The kid cocked his gun (okay, maybe he did know how to use it), looking back and forth between the customers and the cashier. As Tori watched from the cover of the candy aisle, the man behind the robber darted with amazing stealth first one way then the other, always keeping out of the gunman’s line of sight. How did he do that? He was over there, and then he was there, and then⁠—

      The robber didn’t see it coming—the other man closed the distance, thrusting the kid’s gun arm into the air, and shoving him into the counter. Eddie reached for the customary convenience store baseball bat, but he wasn’t fast enough. The robber twisted under the other guy. The two men tussled. The women screamed. Eddie ducked, and⁠—

      A shot rang out!

      Tori flinched and ducked again. Could she do something to help? But what? She pressed a fist into her stomach, trying to keep the roiling fear down so she could think. The hot feeling in her stomach grew as she struggled between self-preservation and the overwhelming urge to help keep everyone safe.

      The robber jumped away as the other man fell to the floor.

      Another crash of glass. The gunman whirled again. He pointed the gun at the man with the crying baby.

      Not the baby! Not if she could stop him. Tori grabbed handfuls of yellow M&Ms packages and started throwing them at the gunman. “Don’t shoot!” Tori screamed at him, hot anger bursting out. “Stop it! Put that gun down!”

      The kid ducked her shots, candy hitting him in the face and shoulder, unable to keep the gun aimed any more. Tori marched toward him, too riled up to think. Out of ammunition, she pointed her finger at him like a kindergarten teacher. “Put it down now, mister!”

      The kid looked at her like she was crazy. Then with little hesitation, he put the gun on the counter.

      A split second later, Eddie had the baseball bat against the robber’s throat. As the guy clawed for air, the front door burst open and police officers crashed in, flowing through the room like a dam had burst.

      Tori jumped out of their way, her hand pressed to her queasy stomach. Police threw the robber to the ground and cuffed him. One officer checked the man who had been shot while another asked Eddie if he was okay. Tori noticed Eddie’s bleeding head. When had that happened? The police waved in EMTs who worked on the guy with the bullet wound.

      The hero of the day. Tori hoped he was okay. That was amazing the way he just—just stepped in and saved everyone. The guy was a real hero. And so was Eddie.

      “Are you all right, ma’am?” Tori felt a policeman shake her shoulder.

      “The guy that was shot…” she said, still watching the EMTs. She couldn’t see the man himself. God, please let him be okay. She tried to focus on breathing, in and out, don’t look at the blood.

      “They’re taking care of him. I’m sure he’ll be fine. Are you hurt?”

      “No, I—no.” Tori tried to swallow but her mouth was bone dry. She noticed her hand hurt and looked down. Her fist had wrapped her purse strap in a death grip. She looked up at the policeman. “I thought he was going to shoot the baby.” There was no way she could ever, ever let someone hurt a child.

      The policeman smiled and said, “The baby is fine. See?”

      Tori followed his pointing finger to see the man rocking his little girl, talking to another officer. They both looked fine. Then the man looked at Tori and pointed at her as he spoke.

      It only took Tori a moment to realize why. She looked down at the floor littered with peanut M&Ms—yellow, green, blue, red, brown.

      The policeman laughed. “I’ve never seen anyone take down a gunman in quite that way before.”

      “I’m sorry.” Tori didn’t know what to say. What had she been thinking? She never would have interfered like this a few months ago. The policeman questioned her about what had just happened, but Tori’s mind darted around like a chickadee. Since she’d stopped seeing her psychiatrist and stopped taking her medications, she felt better than ever. Freer and more alive. But maybe she shouldn’t allow herself to be quite so free. Walking up to a man with a gun!

      The meds kept her from any kind of spontaneous action or uncontrolled emotional response. Maybe that was better than, than…whatever just happened.

      “Are you okay?” The policeman looked at her closely.

      Tori wasn’t sure of the correct response. She was alive—thank God—and she was going to see Joe again, and day eleven of married life. But…she wasn’t exactly feeling well. Her stomach was calming down, but she felt herself beginning to shake from the inside out.

      “Let’s sit you down for a minute, shall we?” The policeman took her arm and escorted her outside toward his car.

      The bitter cold night air helped clear her head. As they walked past the stretcher where the wounded man lay, Tori paused. Had everyone thanked him? He certainly deserved their gratitude. She bent down. But she didn’t know what to say. What words were enough?

      “You’re very brave,” she murmured, touching his uninjured shoulder briefly. “Thank you so much.”

      He glared back at her. “What? Your suit at the cleaners?” he whispered fiercely, “Or is this your day off?”

      Tori pulled back a little. “What?” Why was he attacking her?

      “I’d think a guy with a gun would be enough that you could use your powers before someone gets shot,” he spat at her. “But no, had to be the hero, huh? Had to wait till you were the only superhero who could save the day. That’s why I work alone. Superheroes like you are just superegos. You don’t care about anything but your media image!”

      The EMT moved Tori out of the way. She heard the man moan as they hustled him into the ambulance.

      What was he talking about? When she called out to the gunman she was just…worried, scared. That’s all. It was probably a stupid thing to do, but it distracted him enough so that Eddie could grab him.

      The policeman put his arm around Tori as she swayed on her feet. He tucked her into the back seat of his police car. “Why don’t you put your head down?” he suggested.

      Tori shook her head. She just needed to get her bearings. The car was warm, and she closed her eyes, leaning back into the seat. She let her mind wander as she tried to relax. She tried not to think about what kinds of people had been sitting in the back of this police car lately. Could lice survive the winter? Ugh, best not to think about it.

      Her thoughts returned to the conversation with the man who’d been shot. It hit her then—was he saying he was a superhero? Tori’s eyes flew open and she turned in time to see the ambulance pull away. She’d met a superhero?

      She flopped back against the seat. No. Impossible! Her parents had always insisted the “superhero” stories in the news were publicity stunts. Crime was on the rise and the city government would say anything to look like they had it under control.

      She’d heard her mother’s voice saying a hundred times over the years, “There’s no such thing as superheroes. A few freaks out there who want to be more than they are, but no one has any kind of supernatural power.”

      Tori accepted this version of the world. It made sense. It was logical, orderly. To believe that people might have supernatural abilities opened the door to possibilities Tori didn’t want to consider. She and her sister Lexie had enough freak factor with the strange things that sometimes happened around them.

      This guy accusing her of being a superhero did seem a little freaky, that’s true. Of course, he’d been shot, lost blood, was probably out of his mind with pain. But that other guy…

      Tori’s mind drifted back for a moment to Halloween. Some kid had grabbed her purse and taken off. Tori chased him, but she tripped and fell. Moments later a man dressed as Zorro appeared, gorgeous and thrilling. He helped her get her purse back, and picked her up like she weighed no more than a doll. Then he kissed her like⁠—

      Tori shook her head and opened her eyes. Sure it was a great kiss, but she never saw him again. She met Joe a couple days later, fell madly in love with him, and married him on Christmas Eve.

      She straightened her shoulders. She had no intention of thinking about another man now that she was married. But she wondered if her parents were wrong. Maybe superheroes did exist. If so, they weren’t all freaks. Not Zorro anyway.

      Still, why would this possible “superhero” accuse her of being a superhero? Maybe in the pain of getting shot, he…got confused. In her mind’s eye, Tori saw the look on the robber’s face as he put the gun down. There was something about it, something familiar. Her mind tripped and twisted with roiling emotions and panic-infused imagination. She needed to stop this crazy thinking.

      But her brain wouldn’t stop working on it. Now she remembered. Last night when she and Joe had stopped over at her sister Lexie’s and little Ben wouldn’t go to bed, she’d used her Aunt Tori voice and forcefully insisted he go to bed. He’d looked at her with that same funny look on his face. Then he did. The barely-three-year-old turned and went to his room without another word.

      And a few months ago. When Lexie told her that it wasn’t just that Tori could convince people of things, but that she could force people to do things. And Lexie had only said that because—oh my gosh, that’s right—Tori had insisted that Lexie tell her what she was thinking.

      Tori felt her breath coming quicker but she couldn’t catch it, she couldn’t breathe. She kept trying to breathe, but the air just kept going in and out of her mouth without hitting her lungs and she couldn’t get a breath and⁠—

      The door opened and the policeman said something but Tori couldn’t catch his words and then he was pushing her head onto her knees and still talking and she thought she heard, “That’s it. Breathe.”

      Tori gulped in air, then tried to slow down and get the blood to stop pounding in her head. It’s not possible. It simply wasn’t possible to live for twenty-seven years and not know…not make the connection.

      She’d test it. Then she’d know. It wouldn’t work, and then she’d know her mother was right. There was no such thing as superheroes. No such thing as super powers.

      Tori looked up at the cop. “I need some M&Ms. I went in for M&Ms and I need them, please.” She knew she was jabbering, but she had to know. “Please get me some.”

      “Just take a deep breath and⁠—”

      She glared into his eyes, hoping and terrified and feeling very, very alone. Her gut burned with heat. “I need M&Ms! Please!”

      The cop stopped in the middle of his sentence. He looked at her for a moment, then stood up and turned back toward the store. When he came back with every kind of M&Ms flavor the store sold, Tori fainted.
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      SLAM!

      The bullet hit Superhero X in the shoulder just before he tackled the younger man. X had jumped at an angle that would allow him to bring the man down without a full-on tackle. But the bullet hit him hard enough to change his trajectory. He tried to break his fall so he wouldn’t hurt the guy. But the vision of Tori and another gunman caused X to lose his focus. For a moment, he was just Joe Clarke, a regular guy with a new wife and strange new fears.

      He felt the snow on his face. Wow, his shoulder hurt. He changed his mind about not crushing the shooter and let his weight fall a little heavier on the guy until he heard him groan.

      Someone shook his aching shoulder.

      “He’s been shot! Call an ambulance!”

      Work. He was at work. He forced himself to focus. Superhero X, helping to keep the streets safe. Finish this job and get home. Hold Tori safely in his arms and rest in the assurance that the vision wasn’t real.

      “Powerhouse, get down there!” Tick Tock’s voice barked in X’s ear. “He’s not responding.”

      X pushed himself off the gunman. The man coughed and gasped for breath. Having the equivalent of a 260-pound steel beam fall on him had probably cracked a few of his ribs. That’s what you get for shooting a superhero who absorbs the power of metal, you imbecile.

      Half a dozen police surrounded them. The officer who started it—a new guy obviously—kicked the gun away, then cuffed one of the kid’s wrists. Two more officers grabbed his other arm. Three more crowded around X, firing questions at him. He waved them off and got up, dusting the snow from his super suit.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just had a—” A what? A vision? A hallucination? A premonition? “A moment,” he finished lamely.

      His shoulder was killing him. He forced himself not to groan as he inspected the hole in his suit. It was important that the men in blue trusted him to protect them. If they worried that they needed to keep him safe along with the rest of society, they wouldn’t be as effective a team.

      “Okay, we got him,” one of them said.

      “You okay down there, X?” Tick Tock asked in his ear.

      X gave half a wave toward the roof. “Yup.”

      Powerhouse jogged up then. His body language played it cool, but his eyes drilled into X’s. He walked over and casually pulled X a few feet away from the bustle. He didn’t say anything, just raked X over with his eyes. For a moment, X felt like he was a kid in school with the teacher reading his face and knowing what he’d done. By day, Bull had super-teacher powers as well. High school history teacher and wrestling coach, beloved by all.

      “I’m fine!” X wished Powerhouse would turn off the teacher look. He didn’t want to talk about whatever had just happened. He looked down at his shoulder and probed the area with his fingers. “Ow! Hurts like a son of a gun!” This was not part of the night’s plan.

      Tick Tock chuckled in his ear. “I told you not to play with him.”

      “Want me to beat him up for you?” X turned to see Powerhouse grinning at him. The teacher look was gone. In its place was the brothers-in-arms let’s-get-em look familiar since grade school.

      X forced himself to grin back. “Tempting,” he said, watching the police shove the glowering young man toward one of their patrol cars. Looking back at his friend, he said, “You didn’t even break a sweat, did you?”

      “The passenger just about peed his pants,” Powerhouse said. “You shoulda seen him.”

      “You should see the car,” Tick Tock said. “He ripped the door right off it.”

      Powerhouse shrugged. “Car was totaled anyway.”

      X laughed and clapped Powerhouse on the back. “I gotta see this.” They walked back to the alley, letting the police finish doing their job out front. X focused on the work at hand and tried not to think about the disturbing image he saw when the gun went off. His beautiful new wife standing in front of a shooter. He couldn’t decide what scared him more—the idea of Tori in danger, or the fact that she didn’t look that frightened.

      “Thanks, X, Powerhouse,” one of the cops called from the parking lot.

      “Tell Tick Tock ‘hey’ for us,” yelled another.

      “Tell them I said ‘hey’ back,” Tick Tock said in their earpieces.

      “He says get your sorry excuse down here sooner next time,” Powerhouse shouted to them.

      The officers laughed and waved. One of them waved toward the roof.

      “And explain to the new guy how this works, will you?” X called, reproach in his voice.

      “Will do, sorry about that X.”

      Tick Tock met them in the back parking lot. “Cop got in the way, huh?”

      X pressed his lips together to keep from saying something rude. He shook his head. “You think?”

      Tick Tock and Powerhouse both chuckled. “Baby,” Tick Tock said.

      “Just because it didn’t break the skin doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt at point-blank range,” X growled. He’d be fine. He knew he sounded like a whiner. After all, he’d been shot plenty of times.

      But Tori—there was nothing to keep her from getting killed. His spine tingled and he stretched his shoulders to try to get rid of the feeling. The concern he felt for Tori wasn’t the kind that moved him to use his powers to protect the community. It was more like…an imperative.

      Whatever it was, all he wanted was to hear her voice. Better yet, hold her in his arms. Then he could breathe easy again. He’d been itching to get out and back to work tonight. But now he was itching to get home.

      He walked out into the alley with the others to see the wreck of a car. The hood had folded up and in on itself, and the front engine mounts had snapped when the force of the collision shoved the engine back several inches. The windshield, while technically still intact, looked like a spider web. The front wheels had turned in at an odd angle. X bet the front axle had snapped. Warm engine fluids dripped into the snow, hissing and steaming.

      An unexpected laugh burst from his throat. “Geez, Powerhouse!”

      “It’s a beauty, eh?” One of the officers going through the car and cataloguing its contents looked up at the superheroes and back at the car.

      X recognized him as someone they’d worked with before. This cop would’ve stayed out of the way, let X protect him and do his job. X shook his head. He needed to snap out of it. But it was making him cranky, wondering if Tori was okay.

      Of course she was okay.

      He forced himself to join in the laughter and conversation as the men looked over the car and its contents. The passenger door appeared to be missing. No, there it was, a couple yards away.

      “When he ripped the door off,” the officer said to Tick Tock and X, “we had a clear view of the baggies under the seats. Regular pharmacy on wheels crystal meth, coke, roofies.” He pointed to the other officer, inventorying the drugs at their squad car. The other cop nodded and went back to what he was doing.

      “Excellent!” Powerhouse beamed. “My favorite kind of bust, making the streets safer for my boys.”

      While the cops probably thought Powerhouse meant that he had sons, X and Tick Tock knew he meant his boys at school. He was intense when it came to those kids. He had no problem using his stature to scare them when he lectured them about staying out of trouble. But X knew more than a few of them had called Bull instead of their parents from the police station. Most of the cops had no clue, though, that Bull and Powerhouse were the same man.

      Powerhouse looked longingly at the damaged vehicle. “I don’t suppose you’d let me play with it some more,” he asked the cop.

      “No,” he said with a laugh, “I gotta have it hauled down to the yard. Maybe you could move it outta the way a little, though. Put the door on the roof or something?”

      “Sure thing.” Powerhouse walked over and picked up the door with one hand and laid it on top of the roof.

      “Show off,” Tick Tock called out.

      Powerhouse waved as he moved the garbage bin back to its usual spot, whistling as he went.

      “I tried moving that Dumpster,” the cop said in a stage whisper. “I couldn’t even budge it and I’m a big guy! Holy smokes, he’s strong!”

      X chuckled with him. He pointed at two six-inch impressions in the asphalt. “Did you see the holes where he dug in his heels?” The cop’s jaw dropped.

      Tick Tock took that moment to examine the bullet wound.

      “Hey! That hurts!” X pulled back, curbing his urge to push the smaller man away. At about six feet, give or take, Tick Tock was several inches shorter than X and he didn’t have any physical powers. X tried to be conscious of that at all times so he wouldn’t accidentally hurt him. Or anybody else for that matter.

      Powerhouse, bigger than both of them at probably six-seven and 275 pounds, was even more careful. X thought of him as the sleeping gentle giant. He’d never seen Powerhouse riled up, and wasn’t sure he’d want to.

      Tick Tock chuckled as Powerhouse walked up, wiping his hands on his suit. “You gotta see this. The bullet dented his skin.”

      That sounded kinda cool. X checked it out with the others until the pain reminded him it was his shoulder that got shot. “Okay, enough. If we’re done here…” X let the sentence hang. Sometimes they’d work for hours, one situation after another. Sometimes they’d power down and have a beer somewhere. Tonight, X hoped the guys would accept that he just wanted to go home to his wife.

      He looked at the bullet dent again. He hoped she wouldn’t notice. He hadn’t quite gotten around to explaining…things.

      “You gonna be all right?” the cop asked.

      “I’ll be fine,” X assured him with a smile he wasn’t quite feeling.

      “He won’t even have a bruise in the morning,” Tick Tock said, slapping him on the back, close to his sore shoulder.

      X slapped him on the back in return. Hard. Tick Tock stumbled and laughed.

      “Maybe next time,” Powerhouse said under his breath as they started to walk away, “we’ll get to do something hard.”

      “Good luck, officer,” Tick Tock said over Powerhouse’s grumbling.

      “No matter how often I work with you guys, I still—geez, it’s amazing.” The cop shook hands with each of them, and went back to work.

      As Superhero X and the others faded into the shadows, he heard the cop say, “Hey, could my son get your autographs…sometime?”
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        * * *

      

      Tori was still shaking when she walked in the front door. The wind off the bay made the January temperatures feel colder than ever, but it wasn’t the weather that made her shiver. It was the idea that she might be a super freak.

      She kicked off her boots at the door, hung up her coat, and dropped her purse on the couch. She headed for the fireplace, swaying a bit on her feet. Which shock was greater—being part of an armed robbery or learning you might be a… Don’t think about it. Just get warm. Taking kindling and old newspapers from a metal bin on the hearth, she built a fire in short order.

      Soothing warmth danced in front of her eyes, taking the chill off. Dropping onto the couch as close to the fireplace as she could get, Tori cuddled down deep into the cushions, pulling the nearby afghan tightly around her. Joe’s tan-colored half-Siamese cat Snickers wandered in and jumped up on her lap. Tori pulled him under the afghan and held him close, trying to soak up his warmth.

      The last nine days combined her favorite time of year—Christmas and New Year’s—with the best time of her life—getting married to a fabulous, gorgeous guy and spending a week with him in a Disney World hotel. Joe’s willingness to be silly, his romantic gestures, and his gallant nature made a heady mixture. Add in the sense of comfort and safety she always felt when he was around, and she was a goner, head over heels.

      Then she’d come home to…this. Images of the robbery taunted her. The gun, the blood, the wounded man’s words. She squeezed her eyes shut. It couldn’t be true.

      But the policeman. Could it be true?

      Could it be that she forced people to do things just by telling them to? Or was she just a girl who had an uncanny ability to get people to follow her? Dad always said she was a natural leader. Mom said she was too pushy, that she went too far when she wanted something.

      She sucked in a choking breath—could she be a freak? Tori saw that superhero’s face—maybe he really was a superhero, how else could he have moved almost faster than the eye could follow?—and heard his harsh words again. Then her mother’s face appeared, and she saw Dixie turn her back on her daughter. They may not always get along well, but she loved her mother. She didn’t want her to think Tori was something…unnatural.

      God, help me figure this out. I’m not a freak. I have to stop listening to the voices in my past. But who am I? Am I different in some way? Could you really have created superheroes?

      Sure, the Bible was filled with stories of heroes, but superheroes? When Lexie got upset, she could get so out of control that everyone around her would get upset, too. But that just meant they had a dysfunctional family like everybody else. If Tori was accused of being too pushy, well, maybe she was. But she was working on it. That guy, whoever he was, couldn’t be a superhero. And he definitely didn’t know anything about her.

      She threw off the afghan and jumped up. Snickers meowed his protest. Marching into the kitchen, Tori took pots and pans and kitchen appliances out of the cupboards. She’d cook; that would clear her head. She’d cook a lovely dinner for her wonderful new husband, and she would think. She’d figure this out.

      She pulled food items out of cupboards, out of the refrigerator, out of the pantry until it looked like she meant to prepare a gourmet Thanksgiving dinner for twelve. Her hand shook as she plugged in the food processor. As she pulled off the cover, it fell to the floor.

      Her tears fell, too. This couldn’t be true. She wasn’t a freak! She didn’t want her family to hate her!

      Tori felt panic grow within her. They would. They would hate her, think she was trying to be something she wasn’t, something important. That’s what Dixie always said when a “superhero” story came on the news. Another freak trying to be famous and important. Her face would curl into a mask of disgust. Then she would forbid anyone to talk about it.

      No! Tori shook her head. That wasn’t her. She didn’t want to be famous or important. She just wanted to live a nice quiet life, watch her nephew grow up, raise some kids of her own, volunteer at church and at school. Same as every other normal suburban housewife. She didn’t have any powers. She wasn’t a freak.

      Now stop thinking about it. She gripped the counter hard with both hands, eyes squeezed shut. Forget it. Just forget all about it. You’re not a superhero. Forget it. It’s not true! Forget it! Forget it!

      She repeated it over and over until she felt herself relax. Her hands lost their death grip on the counter. She took a deep breath and tried to relax the muscles in her face, her neck, her back. She breathed in again. And out. Calming breaths. All was well.

      Tori finally opened her eyes and took one last long breath. Better. She felt better. She looked at all the food and pans on the counter. What had she been making? She couldn’t remember. Was company coming over tonight? Why else had she pulled out so much food?

      Shaking her head, she chuckled a little. Maybe this is what happens to all new brides. She got so excited about making Joe his first home-cooked meal as a married man, she’d forgotten what she was going to make. She decided on baked chicken with pasta and put everything else away.

      Snapping and crackling from the living room caught her attention. Had she made a fire when she came home? She didn’t even remember. She shook her head and smiled to herself. She had to find a way to get more sleep before she forgot her own name.

      “Hey, honey,” Joe called when he walked in later.

      Butterflies danced inside as they always did when she heard his voice. Tori heard him taking off his coat and boots and went to greet him. Dinner had been ready for ten minutes, and Joe hadn’t answered his cell phone for the last half hour. She couldn’t decide whether she should be worried or angry. She opted for neither now that he was safely home, but made a mental note to talk to him about improving his communication skills. Right now, she only wanted to work on non-verbal skills.

      “Hey there, gorgeous,” she said with a smile, wrapping her arms around him. “How was your day?”

      “It was fine,” he said, holding her tight and giving her a long warm kiss, “but I missed you, decided to cut short my night with the guys and come home.”

      “D’oh!” Tori slapped her forehead. Any pique she’d felt, banished. She gave him another kiss. “I’m such an idiot, I totally forgot. Well, I made dinner. Are you hungry?”

      Joe grinned. “I’m a man, I’m always hungry.”

      Tori’s feet left the floor as Joe pulled her closer, his lips doing wonderful things to hers, then trailing over her cheek, around her ear, down her throat.

      “Joe!” she squealed, her toes curling from his kisses, her feet kicking to get down. “Dinner! Chicken, not me.”

      He laughed and put her down. “Why didn’t you say so?” He picked up his briefcase and headed for his room.

      Their room, Tori reminded herself. She felt like giggling every time she thought about it. Tonight would be only the third night they’d sleep together in their bed. She never thought she’d have this life—love and marriage and living in a house with a fireplace and a cat. She loved it. Definitely different from her and Lexie’s plan to grow old together, safely alone in their little apartment, hidden from the world.

      As she watched Joe walk away, Tori remembered what he looked like under his clothes. Maybe they’d go to bed early again tonight. She sighed and smiled, her fingers touching her still-moist lips. Yup, this life was way better than the one she’d planned.

      “Let me wash my hands and I’ll be right there,” Joe called from the hall.

      Tori pulled her thoughts from the bedroom and straightened the pile of boots and shoes by the door so none of the wet ones got on the carpet. She frowned and picked up one of her boots. Had she stepped in dog poop? Gross. No, she looked closer at it, not dog poop. Something kind of brown had dried onto it though.

      She picked up the other boot. Oh, much worse. Whatever it was covered the bottom of that one. Sighing, she took both of them to the laundry room and stood them in the sink. She ran the water, waiting for it to turn warm. Joe had an old toothbrush lying there, presumably for scrubbing things, so Tori used it on the first boot. Sure enough, the stain began to wash away.

      “Whatcha doing?” Joe asked, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her waist, nuzzling her neck.

      Tori smiled, loving the feel of him so close. Marrying Joe was the best decision she’d ever made, regardless of what other people said.

      “I got something on my boots today.” She let warm water wash over the bottom of the boot in her hand. “I wanted to get it off just in case it stains.”

      Joe leaned closer to look at the other boot. Tori followed his gaze and saw a red puddle around the sole.

      “What in the heck?” Tori frowned and picked up the boot.

      Joe tensed behind her, then pushed her aside to examine both boots. “Tori, this is blood! Are you okay? What happened?” He dropped the boots and turned to her.

      “No, I’m—I’m fine.” Tori tried to think of anywhere she’d walked today where there had been—“Paint. It must be paint. It’s not blood.” Eew! That went beyond gross.

      Joe touched the puddle and rubbed his fingers, then sniffed them. Wiping his hand on a towel, he turned back to her. “What happened? Where are you hurt?” he demanded. His voice sounded angry, but his eyes looked scared.

      Tori took a step back. Her head felt fuzzy, like she’d just awakened from a dream but couldn’t quite remember it. Joe ran his hands over her body—something she normally liked quite a lot, but now it felt impersonal and intrusive. He lifted her shirt, turned her around to check both her front and her back, ran his hands down her legs.

      “Joe! Stop it!” Tori pulled away from him, but he grabbed her and hauled her close. “What are you doing? What’s wrong with you?” Tori’s annoyance held an edge of fear. Why did he look so frightened?

      Joe stopped manhandling her and stared her down. “You’re sure you’re not hurt? Were you around someone else who was hurt?”

      This conversation was giving her a headache. And it wasn’t the kind of thing she wanted to talk about before dinner. But she wanted to reassure him that she was fine. Boy, and she thought she watched too much TV.

      “Joe,” she said, forcing herself to speak calmly. She could see him trying to relax, taking a deep breath and pulling her closer. “Listen to me, baby.” She took his face in her hands, eye to eye. She focused on calming him down. “There is no blood. I am not hurt and there is no blood. Understand?”

      He stared at her for a moment, and Tori wondered what he was thinking. But he finally relaxed, rubbing a hand over his forehead.

      “Are you okay?” she asked him.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “I’m fine, I’m just tired. A little headache, that’s all.”

      Tori took a deep breath and tried to relax. Joe held her close and she closed her eyes, that wonderful warm feeling permeating her soul. Never in her life had she felt as absolutely safe as she had since she’d met Joe. She didn’t like to examine the thought because it implied that she hadn’t felt safe before. Life had been hard, almost unbearable sometimes, but that didn’t mean anything. Everyone had hard times. She pushed the disturbing thoughts away. Whatever the reason, when she was with him, she felt like she could do anything.

      “We need to eat, Mr. Clarke, before the chicken turns to rubber,” she said, patting his behind and pulling away toward the door. Her boots could wait. She didn’t want him thinking about them anymore.

      “Lead the way, Mrs. Clarke,” he said.

      He sounded as tired as Tori felt. They definitely should go to bed early. She smiled as she put dinner on the table. Time to find out if her husband’s willingness to cuddle extended past the honeymoon.
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      Where was his son?

      Evan Ruffalo sighed heavily and rubbed his eyes. Replacing his glasses, he tried to concentrate on the spreadsheets in front of him. He hoped the new temp was an Excel whiz. He’d arrived at six this morning to work on the reports for today’s meeting, but he wasn’t sure the information made sense. He couldn’t concentrate.

      Getting to a meeting on time lately was a minor miracle, and not a little stressful. Evan was afraid he’d get the ax soon if he didn’t get his work back up to an acceptable level. Management had been understanding at first, but people were beginning to grumble. If he could find a temp worth his time, he could train her to get the work done while he continued his search for Jason.

      Where was he? Where was his son?

      He slammed his fist on his desk. The sound reverberated in his empty office. He’d begun to look at the police as part of the problem, not part of the solution. Since he and Sharon hadn’t yet taken custody of Jason, and the adoption paperwork hadn’t been completed, they had little grounds to push the authorities to find a child everyone believed dead.

      Even Sharon believed Jason was dead. How could she not see?

      Seventeen children under the age of ten had gone missing in the last two years—in a ten-block radius of the orphanage. There were two elementary schools and six preschools in the area, so perhaps percentage-wise seventeen missing children weren’t worth anyone’s time…even if twelve of them had lived at St. Silvia’s Home for Orphaned Children. How could no one see the pattern, the significance? Sure, it was a bad area of town and the authorities blamed it on runaways and custody problems, but what six-year-old runs away from the place where he eats and sleeps? The place where he waits for his new mommy and daddy with uncontrollable excitement?

      Evan had interviewed every member of the orphanage staff, most of its volunteers, and parents of other children missing in Double Bay. He’d even interviewed the street people living nearby. One drunk told him all the kiddies had been abducted by tall red aliens. Another that they’d been eaten by the alligators in the sewers. Lot of help they’d been.

      Evan dug in his desk drawer for more aspirin. The guilt was eating away at his head and his stomach. He didn’t want to lose Sharon. She was his life. But he couldn’t join her in her grief, not yet. Not until he held his dead son in his arms. But Sharon couldn’t take the strain anymore. Evan wondered if she believed Jason was dead only so she could grieve him and move on with her life.

      But would she move on without him?

      Not yet, honey. Don’t give up yet. I may have found something.

      Last night Evan had returned from a weekend trip to Vegas. The trip had been a gamble that paid off—he had a name. The Nine. He didn’t know if The Nine represented nine companies or nine people, but they were involved in illegal genetic research, at least some of which was happening here in Double Bay. And Evan’s tipster was sure The Nine were experimenting on children.

      It wasn’t enough to go to the police yet, but Evan was determined to find something or someone who could lead him to his son. He opened his bottom desk drawer and pulled a folder from beneath a jumble of office supplies. Inside, a smiling little six-year-old beamed out at him. Evan couldn’t help himself. He smiled back, touching the boy’s cheek, remembering the day he and Sharon had asked Jason if he’d like to join their family.

      Evan’s computer beeped at him. The pop-up on the screen reminded him about his meeting in fifteen minutes. Evan shut the file on Jason, then tucked him safely into the bottom drawer. With a sigh, he forced himself to get the lead out as he rushed from his office and down the hall to the copy room. A minute later, he hurried past some coworkers chatting and sipping coffee in the hall outside the kitchen. Just a few minutes after nine, most people were barely at their desks, but Evan was five minutes away from being late.

      “Oh, there he is. Evan!”

      Evan turned his head while still heading toward his office. Pam Higgins from Human Resources waved a hand at him, another woman in her wake. “I can’t right now. Late for a meeting across the street.”

      “But this is your new temp,” said Pam.

      “Temp. Right.” Evan swore under his breath. He forgot he’d interviewed someone yesterday. He should’ve asked for her to show up at noon. The last temp had been a nightmare—always late, didn’t know what “cross-foot” meant, swore Excel was her spreadsheet software of choice but couldn’t create a macro to save her life. Pam had been great about trying to get him the right person. He’d lost count of how many people he’d tried. And since he needed her help, he didn’t want to make her mad.

      “Follow me,” he told the women, and kept walking.

      In his office, Evan put the pages he’d copied in his briefcase, grabbed his wallet and cell phone from his desk drawer, then looked over his desk to see if he’d forgotten anything. He grabbed his coffee cup. “Can you get her situated, show her around?” he asked Pam. “Craig in IT can give her the computer and voicemail passwords.”

      He grabbed a pen and sticky note pad from his mess of a desk and shoved it at the new girl. “There’s a how-to file under F, studio, financial—write it down!” The lights seemed to suddenly come on and the girl started scribbling. This one wasn’t going to work out either, but he didn’t have time to tell Pam now. “F, studio, financial, Ruffalo—no wait, you can’t get to that copy. Look under financial, and if it’s not there, try development.”

      He started past them, glancing at his watch.

      “What’s it called?” the girl asked.

      He frowned at her over his shoulder. “What’s what called?”

      She shook her head and made a note on the pad. “Never mind, I’ll find it.”

      Evan rolled his eyes and waved his arm as he rushed out the door. “I should be back around eleven,” he called.

      He heard Pam say as he exited, “Well, Tori, that’s your new boss.”
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        * * *

      

      The first day is always the hardest, Tori reminded herself as she drove to lunch. The first couple hours had gone well enough, but her boss was in an even worse mood—if that were possible—when he came back from his meeting. She tried to help him as best she could until she realized he wasn’t going to stop for lunch. At 1:30, she finally asked if she could go get something. Her stomach growled again as she headed toward a restaurant with a drive-through. She’d bring a lunch from home from now on.

      Her cell phone rang. She sighed and punched the button on her hands-free device.

      “Tori Lewis, uh, Clarke.” She and Joe needed to discuss whether she would change her name. They’d gotten married so quickly, she hadn’t thought about it until she started answering her phone a couple days ago.

      “It’s me. Sorry to bother you during work, I just have a few questions about the party.”

      “Hi, Mom. Go ahead, I’m driving. I can talk.” Talking to someone made the time in traffic pass quicker. Or at least it seemed to. Even though it was lunch hour in the city, the streets were currently free of snow, so traffic was moving. And with the wedding and the honeymoon behind her, the wedding reception was the last bit of fun to plan before she settled into married life.

      As Dixie proceeded to give her a mini-lecture about the hazards of talking on the phone while driving (then why was she calling?), then asked if the honeymoon had gone well (no way was she talking about that with her mother), Tori wondered if a silent traffic jam would’ve been better. She relaxed when the topic turned to the pros and cons of a dozen different foods Dixie could make for the wedding reception on Saturday.

      Because of all the Christmas plans and parties on both sides of the family, and the wedding on Christmas Eve, having a small family-and-close-friends reception when they returned seemed like a great idea. Dixie had been less than thrilled about the whirlwind romance (what an understatement), but two extra weeks for her and Joe’s mom Hannah to plan the reception mollified her somewhat. Dixie was much calmer about the unexpected if there was something she could do.

      Call waiting beeped in Tori’s ear. She glanced down at the display. “Mom, I gotta go, that’s the temp agency.”

      “Well, what about the potato salad?” Dixie asked.

      “Hannah said you guys are planning a potluck. Just bring the strawberry salad,” Tori wanted to make sure her mom made that, her total favorite, “and the ham. That’s enough.”

      Dixie started to ask whether Tori preferred ham with a pineapple glaze or cloves, but Tori cut her off. “I gotta take this call, Mom. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      She growled in consternation as she ended one call and picked up the other. Her mother could be…her mother. “Tori Lewis.”

      “I thought you were Tori Clarke now.”

      Gloria. The receptionist at Totally Temps, and one of the few people Tori had ever met whom she disliked on sight. “What’s up, Gloria?”

      “Janice wanted to know how your first day is going, but she had an emergency dental appointment so she asked me to call.” She sounded annoyed. But then Gloria always sounded annoyed.

      “Tell her it’s going fine, thanks.” Tori frowned as she stopped at a red light. Not because of Gloria’s tone, but because something didn’t seem right. She looked over at Ed & Eddie’s across the street. Was she supposed to pick up something there for the reception? Drop off a forgotten Christmas card? Something.

      “Hey, Gloria?”

      Tori heard her groan into the phone. “Yes?”

      “Did I have an interview with Ed Carlisle to do accounting work?” Maybe she’d made an appointment and not put it in her calendar program. Something about the store was picking at the back of her brain. And not just because she frequented the place so often. Though sitting here at the light staring at it reminded her that they made a killer pastrami sandwich in the deli area. If only they had a drive-through.

      After a pause, Gloria said, “No, not through our agency.”

      “Uh, okay, thanks.” Tori hung up. She jumped when the car behind her honked. The light was green. Tori drove slowly as she passed the convenience store. Why did she think she was forgetting something? It wasn’t a big enough place that she would have ordered anything there for the party. She didn’t know what else it could be.

      Her phone rang and Tori jumped again. She wanted to answer it, “Grand Central Station,” but went with the more professional, “Tori Clarke” instead.

      “I’m sorry, I’m looking for Tori Lewis,” said a woman’s voice. “Do I have the right number?”

      Tori brought her attention back to the road and the phone. “Yes, this is Tori Lewis.” She really needed to answer her phone one way or the other before she developed a split personality.

      “Ms. Lewis, this is Detective Casey Knox with the Double Bay Police Department. Do you have a moment?”

      “Uh, sure. What can I do for you?” Tori’s heart raced a little. Why would the police be calling her?

      “Can we meet someplace to talk? It won’t take very long.”

      What is it about school principals and police officers that make people so nervous? Tori fought to stay calm. Nothing to be nervous about. She’d never even had a speeding ticket. And she paid that parking ticket last year the day after she got it.

      “Where are you now?” Casey prompted.

      Tori spoke without thinking. “McConnell and Crocker, near Memorial Park.” Should she have told the police where she was? Why did they want to talk to her? She felt a little queasy. She really, really didn’t want to talk to Casey Knox or anyone else from the police. Theoretically, police were the good guys. She knew that. But Tori’s feelings about them had soured during her teen years when Lexie had been in so much trouble.

      “We’re nearby. We’ll meet you at the park then,” Casey said.

      Tori gave in to her good girl, do-the-right-thing impulses and gave the police the requested details of her vehicle model, then hung up and sighed. She turned into the park at the next light and tried to ignore her growling stomach a little longer. She pulled into a parking spot and let her head sag against the headrest. Nothing to worry about. A few questions.

      But about what? Her stomach flipped again. She hoped she wasn’t coming down with the flu.

      She reached into her purse for M&Ms. Nothing. “Ah,” she mumbled. That must be why Ed & Eddie’s was on her mind. She’d meant to stop and get some more. She watched chickadees play in a nearby tree. Today’s weather was gorgeous for early January, the sun making diamonds on the snow. Tori felt her spirits lift in spite of herself.

      Five minutes later, a gray Ford sedan pulled up next to her with a man and a woman inside. The woman rolled down her window and smiled and waved. Must be the police. Or a friendly and well-dressed ax murderer. Not sure which might be worse.

      Tori rolled down her window as well.

      “Tori Lewis? I’m Casey Knox,” the woman said in a friendly way.

      She didn’t seem like a Law & Order kind of cop. Tori felt her guard drop a little.

      “Would you like to talk in our car, or would you prefer to walk?”

      Tori tensed at the thought of getting into a police car, unmarked or not. “Walk,” she said. “Please.”

      She got out and shook hands with Detective Knox, who immediately insisted Tori call her by her first name. Casey was cheerful, pretty, and immediately likable. She wore a dark gray hooded wool coat with a creamy wool scarf around her neck. Her long, dark hair spilled over her coat and down her shoulders. Tori would love hair that long, but her curls were hard enough to manage at shoulder length.

      Casey introduced her partner, Detective Arturo “Call me Art” Paredes, and Tori shook his hand as well. She stared for a second as he smiled at her, their handshake lasting a moment longer. He was, well, gorgeous for lack of a better word. Tori smiled back, unable to help herself. There was something about Latino men. He had dark hair, deep brown eyes, and olive skin that contrasted nicely with his white button-down shirt and tan trousers visible under his open tan overcoat. He looked like a man who knocked women off their feet with a whisper.

      Exactly the kind of man who’d always spelled trouble for Lewis women. And pretty boy here looked like he could spell it in several languages. Good thing she was safely married now.

      Tori pulled her hand and her eyes away—did she see Casey smirk at Art?—and started to walk down the path. Even in the winter, the city kept the outer paths clear for joggers and walkers. Tori wanted to walk now, walk and think, but Casey gestured to a nearby bench.

      “Why don’t we sit?”

      Art leaned casually against a tree next to the bench as the women sat down. His coat stayed open despite the crisp air.

      Tori looked around the park, then back at Art, who looked like he was standing guard. “Is there a problem?”

      Reassurance poured off him like sunshine. “I just want to make sure our conversation is private.”

      Tori nodded but looked questioningly at Casey. “Then why aren’t we down at your office?” Tori didn’t want to go to the police station, but it seemed like a better place for a private conversation than a public park.

      “Well,” Casey said, “we thought this would be less intimidating after all you’ve been through.”

      All she’d been through? What had she been through? Tori frowned. She got married, she went on her honeymoon, she went back to work⁠—

      —got robbed⁠—

      What? She didn’t get⁠—

      Strange images danced through her mind. Ed & Eddie’s. A kid with a gun. A fight. A man on a stretcher. Blood on her boots.

      She’d had a horrible nightmare last night.

      “I had to wash blood off my boots.” The words burst out without thought or warning. Stop it! She did not. “No, wait.” She pressed one hand against her eyes. “It was a nightmare. I dreamed it.”

      Why had she said that? She told Joe it was paint. In the dream or real life?

      Tori’s hand fell away as she stared at Casey.

      Casey shook her head sympathetically. “I’m sorry.”

      Tori swallowed, trying to keep the sick feeling in her stomach from coming up. Maybe she was dreaming now, still asleep, having nightmares about⁠—
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