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Chapter One


 


 


            Laurel
checked her watch as she sought shelter underneath the restaurant's awning. The
late evening sun was giving out one last burst of burning rays before it
finally sunk behind the city. Although she hadn't been waiting long, sweat trickled down her back and between her breasts from
the oppressive heat.


            An
elderly man exited the building behind her. A blast
of cold air followed in his wake, as well as a few lyrics filtering through the
restaurant's sound system.


            Fly
me to the moon.


            She wrinkled her nose at the familiar tune. Yeah,
I'd like to take you up on that. It has to be a whole lot cooler up there, and
nowhere near as hectic.


            She checked her watch again. She was early, which was
in itself a minor miracle. There were few things Laurel could guarantee about
herself. Unfortunately, punctuality wasn't one of them. Which was why she had
made doubly sure to be early for this date. No. Delete that. For this meeting.
The one that had every potential of becoming so much more than that.


            She
dug the folded sheets of paper she'd printed off of all their chat room
correspondence from out of her purse and re-read them. She had never understood
why in the hell she'd let herself be talked into putting her profile up on that
dating service website, but now she was glad she did. That is, if Trent Booker
turned out to be The Man for her.


            OutdoorsyType: Hello. 


            DayDreemer: Hi.


            OutdoorsyType: Well, this is
awkward, isn't it?


            DayDreemer: LOL! Very.


            OutdoorsyType: My name's Trent.


            DayDreemer: Good to meet you. I'm
Laurel.


            OutdoorsyType: I've never met
anyone named Laurel. It's a very pretty name. Different.


            DayDreemer: Thank you.


            Laurel shuffled the papers to some of the more recent
conversations they'd had. It hadn't taken them long to discover what they had
in common. After the initial clumsiness had faded, it felt as if they'd known
each other for ages.


            OutdoorsyType: Hey! It's good
to see you back online again!


            DayDreemer: Sorry. Real life
messes with my online one too often.


            OutdoorsyType: LOL! I know what
that's like. There's times I get involved in a project for days on end. And by
the time I can get back online, people act like I'd disappeared off the face of
the earth. LOL!


            DayDreemer: I can relate. :) 


            OutdoorsyType: Everything okay?


            DayDreemer: Yeah. Just busy,
busy, busy.


            OutdoorsyType: Listen, since we
both love slasher flicks, have you caught that new one that's out yet? 


            DayDreemer: "Bleedatorium"?


            OutdoorsyType: Yeah, that one.


            DayDreemer: No. Not yet. I'm
seriously considering waiting until it comes out on DVD.


            OutdoorsyType: I have a
suggestion. Why don't we go see it? Together.


            OutdoorsyType: Laurel? Hello?


            DayDreemer: I'm here. Sorry. Are
you asking me out on a date?


            OutdoorsyType: I think that's
the next step, lol. I mean, only if you're ready for it.


            DayDreemer: I'd love to, Trent.


            OutdoorsyType: But what?


            DayDreemer: Huh?


            OutdoorsyType: There's a
"but" in your "voice", lol! Is it too soon? Or are you
afraid I'll try something inside a dark theatre? ;)


            DayDreemer: No, that's not it. I
mean. Listen, Trent, we've only known each other for less than a month. I'm
comfortable with the arrangement we have now.


            OutdoorsyType: So am I, Laurel,
but we have to be willing to crawl out of our shell. At some point we have to
face the world. And each other. You make me feel comfortable talking, and
that's a major accomplishment with me because I'm such a loner. Plus I'd like
to get to know you face-to-face. So why don't we do this instead? Let's meet
for dinner after work for starters. How does that sound?


            DayDreemer: Yes. I'd like that.


            OutdoorsyType: Of course it
would be at Signora Leona's.


            DayDreemer: LOL! Of course.


            OutdoorsyType: Tomorrow? 7:30?


            DayDreemer: Sounds perfect.


            OutdoorsyType: Now, if some
kind of emergency should pop up unexpectedly, I'll try to get word to you. But
if I'm not there by 8, don't be alarmed. I promise to make it up to you.


            DayDreemer: Same here. You
never know. The cross-town bus might get hijacked, lol!


            OutdoorsyType: LOL! Okay. See
you tomorrow at 7:30. I'm looking forward to it.


            And
so was she, in more ways than she could count. All day she had been praying she
wouldn't be called out on some assignment that would put her at risk of being
late, or missing their date altogether.


            "Excuse me."


            "Sorry." She automatically
stepped aside to let the customer enter the restaurant, then realized the
person didn't move once she'd retreated. Laurel glanced up to see a warm smile
and a pair of dancing green eyes watching her. The face was instantly
recognizable, as he looked exactly like his photo.


            "Trent!"


            He laughed as they hugged briefly. Despite
its brevity, she could tell the man was in prime physical condition. Hugging
him had been like hugging a marble statue, only better.


            "Have you been waiting
long?" he asked as they entered the restaurant.


            "No. Not long."


            She discovered that Trent had made
reservations. They were quickly seated and left with menus. Without looking at
the contents, they both set the menus aside, then realized what they'd done,
bringing about more laughter.


            "I take it you come here
frequently?" Trent asked.


            "As frequently as time and my
bank account will allow," Laurel said. In the soft glare of the
candlelight on the table between them, she was amazed by how handsome the man
was. It brought a fresh wave of fear and self-doubt, and she wondered how the
date would end. The photo she'd sent him had been done at one of those makeup
studios that glamorize the customer before taking pictures. Tonight, she looked
nothing like that photo. If anything, after a hard day at work, she probably
looked even less like her usual self.


            How did Trent feel about dating
homely looking women?


            "What?"


            "Huh?" 


            He brushed at something on his
cheek. There was just the right amount of early evening shadow covering his
lower face. It made him appear even more studly,
if that was possible. He flashed her an uncomfortable grin. "You were
staring at my face like I had something on it."


            "Oh, I'm sorry. I was..." She
gave an embarrassed giggle. "I was marveling at how much you look just
like your picture."


            "So do you."


            She instantly dismissed it.
"No, I don't. That photo was taken last year, and I had three people work
on me for an hour in order to look like that. Trust me, it was a once-in-a-lifetime photo shoot."


            To her surprise, he reached over and
covered her hand that was nervously fingering the stem of her empty wine glass.
"Trust me, Laurel. You look exactly like your photo, especially in this
light. Your face glows, and you have the most incredible blue eyes I've ever
seen. In fact, right this minute, I prefer the way you look now, with your dark
hair disheveled and the bright spots of color on your cheek. You look real and
natural. Makes me think this is the way you'd appear when you first get up in
the morning."


            The shock of his statement washed
through her, leaving her speechless. His honesty was irrefutable. Before she
could respond, they were interrupted by the waiter arriving to take their
order. Once he left, Laurel opened her napkin to give her time to think up a
response. Finally, the best one seemed to be the simplest one.


            "Thank you."


            Trent grinned. Or rather, one corner
of his mouth turned upward. "I take it you're not accustomed to being
complimented."


            "N-no. Yelled at, yes. Ordered
about, yes. But kind words?" She gave a weak shrug. She started to reach
for her water glass when she stopped. The water's surface was quivering. Trent
looked down to see what held her attention.


            "What?"


            "The water," she told him.
"Look. It's moving."


            "It's just a small
earthquake," he smiled. "We get tremors like this all the time. Are
you new to California?"


            Laurel shook her head. "No. It's
just that something like that is often a precursor to a bigger one."


            Trent's smile widened. "Don't
worry. I'll make sure nothing happens to you."


            The sound of sirens overrode the restaurant's
music, and several emergency vehicles sped by. At the same time a beeping noise
came from Trent's watch. He glanced at it and frowned.


            "Oh, jeez. They would call me
in."


            "They?"


            "Uhh,
my bosses. They probably want me to follow that fire truck and see if I can
lend a hand. I told them this was my night off, but does that matter? Excuse me
for a moment." He pulled his cell phone from out of his pants pocket and
punched a number. "Yes. Uh-huh. Over on the north side, near Blaylock. Got
it. Look, I'm tied up at the moment, but I'll get over there as soon as I can. Uh-huh.
Okay. Okay. 'Bye."


            "Is it serious?" she
finally ventured to ask.


            "Apparently a gas line ruptured
during the tremor. Came up through the street and caused a pile-up. Police are
on the scene, and ambulance and fire department are on their way."


            "Think The
Champion will show up?"


            Trent grinned again. "You never
know. This is just the sort of thing a superhero like The Champion is good at. Saving
the world one person at a time."


            Realizing Trent was staying a while
longer, Laurel reached over to the basket just delivered onto the table and
grabbed a breadstick. "Can you imagine what real life might be like for a
person like The Champion?"


            "What? You mean private
life?"


            "Any sort of life outside of
fighting crime and all."


            "Gee, I never of thought of it,
but I'd guess it would be pretty bleak. I mean, you'd have to be like Superman
and have a secret identity just so you could have friends and go out on a date."
He winced. "A love life would be very dangerous for your partner, which
would mean your sex life would pretty much suck."


            "Wouldn't you think that after
a while, though, the loneliness and emptiness would get to be too
unbearable?" she wondered aloud.


            "Oh, yeah. I've no doubt it
would." He laughed so softly she almost didn't hear it. "Wouldn't it
be funny if The Champion turned to a dating service like the one we did?"


            "Actually, I think it might be
a perfect
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