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Chapter One

Summers in Atlanta were absolutely the
worst, Erin Dietrich thought wearily as she shoved her key into the
dead bolt lock on her apartment door. Then again, winters weren't
too grand either when one happened to be bolting-up as she had been
for the past several weeks.

She was almost sorry now that she'd
volunteered to pair off with Sam Sheffield as one of the bolt-up
crew....and all because she'd had the idiotic notion that, by doing
so, the men on the job would be more inclined to look at her as a
fellow ironworker. If the foreman didn't put her on some welding
pretty soon, she was going to be forced to ask for some pansy work
as badly as she hated to wimp out and demand such a thing. She
might look like the Germans' answer to an Amazon, but she was no
She-Ra.

There were times when she felt like
strangling her long-time friend, Sam Sheffield.

Of course, she hadn't had to join the
bolt-up crew just because he had. She could have done something
else, something considerably less strenuous. The thing was, she
generally paired off with Sheff whenever the Union Hall sent them
out on a job together, had been doing so for most of the four years
since she'd completed the ironworker's apprenticeship program.

She preferred working with him to almost
anyone else, trusted him to watch her back as she did no one else.
She didn't work nearly as well with some of the other men, or the
women for that matter. She hadn't wanted to take a cushy job, only
to find Sheff had been paired with someone else when the job really
got underway.

Man, she was beat though. Thank God the
first section was almost done. The next section of the building was
almost all welding. Welding she could handle and handle well. It
was one thing about her job she really enjoyed.

The dead bolt slid back out of the way with
a satisfyingly audible click. Hearing it, Erin removed the key,
turned the knob and pushed the door of her apartment open,
flinching as the hinges let out a groan of protest.

The apartment was empty and quiet as a tomb,
a state that was such a rarity in her life with two active boys
Erin felt the solitude and lack of sound almost physically the
moment she stepped inside. Her twin sons, Jacob and Isaac, had not
come home with her as they normally did. They would be spending the
night at her mother's house, where she usually picked them up after
school.

Dearly as she loved them, she was weary
enough tonight to be both grateful and relieved that she didn't
have to fix supper or help with homework. Tonight was all hers.

She had closed the door and bolted it behind
her before she saw it. The package sat on the small, scarred
clover-leaf table beside her favorite chair.

It should not have been there. She was
certain it hadn't been when she'd left for work before day, as
usual, so that she could drop her sons off at her mother's house
and still make it across town to the construction site where she
was presently working. Hectic as the morning rush to get to work on
time was, she would never have overlooked such a thing. She was
instantly certain, therefore, that neither of her sons had left it
there.

At any rate, it bore none of the earmarks of
their handiwork. The gift wrapping itself was a work of art. Had
either Jacob or Isaac wrapped it, it would almost certainly have
looked like a wad of trash.

"Mom," she whispered as her thoughts leapt
immediately to the only other possibility. A rush of surprised
pleasure washed over her at once. To think that her mother had gone
to so much effort!

Not that Trudy Dietrich ever forgot a
special occasion, but her income was limited and her well wishes
generally confined to cards. It had been years since Erin had
gotten a gift at all, let alone one that had taken her completely
by surprise.

Wryly, Erin admitted she was many years past
enthusiasm about her birthdays anyway. Having now reached thirty,
she would just as soon have forgotten about her birthday
altogether, not that it seemed anyone was going to let her. First
Lara Fletcher, her friend and neighbor, had arranged a get-together
at the Longbranch Saloon for this evening, and now this.

She'd taken three quick steps toward the
package when the writing on the card, dangling from a strawberry
pink ribbon, came into focus. At once a cold chill washed over her.
She froze almost mid-stride, hackles rising, eyes widening.

"From your secret admirer," she murmured
through lips suddenly almost too stiff to form the words. Shock
blasted her mind clean of thoughts. Like a determinedly feeding
flock of birds startled by gunshot, they scattered in a hundred
directions, wheeled, and returned in confusing mass.

The apartment had seemed almost unearthly
quiet when she'd come in. She'd been grateful for it, hadn't
questioned it when she knew her sons to be gone. It struck her
quite suddenly, however, that there had been an uncomfortable
heaviness to the stillness from the moment she'd entered. There was
nothing welcome or benign about it. It felt like the watchful
silence of a predator awaiting just the right moment to pounce.

Peculiarly, her senses seemed both keenly
alive and muffled, as if they tested her surroundings through a
barrier of glass. Her heart had leapt painfully from her chest to
play patty-whack against her eardrums. Fear closed her throat, as
hurtfully and substantially as if a hand had suddenly seized it in
a chokehold. Beyond that, there seemed a vast rushing of air around
her, as if she stood in a wind tunnel, with the wind storm
snatching away the air she struggled to catch into her lungs,
deafening her with its roar.

Yet, she could hear the faint rustle of her
clothing with every frantic breath. The tiny ping of dripping water
from the kitchen faucet into the steel sink sounded like drum
sticks on cymbals. Everywhere around her were faint rustlings and
creaks almost as if she could hear the walls breathe and the
scampering feet of tiny insects.

The fine hairs on her body stood so rigidly
alert the light currents stirred by her own breath made her feel as
if biting gnats swarmed her.

Smells assaulted her. One by one she
distinguished them and dismissed each as belonging, from her own
perspiration and the smell of her denim work clothes to the
lingering odors of breakfast and last night's supper.

Her eyes remained fastened upon the package
as if they'd been riveted there despite her brain's frantic orders
to whirl and look about her to see what threatened. Moments passed
in painfully surging heartbeats while she nerved herself, and still
it took a concentrated effort to move her eyes from the gift and
visually check the room for intruders. The muscles of her neck
seemed almost to creak, her neck bones to grind, with the strain of
movement as she slowly swung her head from side to side, unable as
yet to command her body to move, as well.

Within her range of vision, nothing else
seemed out of place. There was no sign of a crouched or hovering
intruder behind her furniture or in the doorways of the rooms that
led off the main room of her apartment that consisted of a living,
dining, and kitchen area. Briefly, Erin considered backing toward
the door once more, wrenching it open and fleeing.

She wasn't quite certain why she dismissed
that option. It had nothing to do with the fact that she felt any
less threatened. If anything she felt more so each second she stood
frozen in the middle of the room. With every painful surge of her
heart, she became more convinced she felt a presence not her
own.

The decision to protect her turf was an
unconscious one, spawned no doubt by the same primal instincts as
defending herself against threat. On a more conscious level, she
rejected the picture of herself charging over to one of her
neighbors' apartments and demanding that either Lara or Peter
Collins summon the police. She had no desire to explain that she'd
become hysterical over what appeared to be nothing more than a
birthday present. Unreliable as her reasoning abilities appeared to
be at the moment, it seemed important not to give the police the
impression that she was just another lonely, neurotic female
looking for attention. She might really need them sometime.

After a moment, Erin reached for the spud
wrench in the tool belt she'd brought in across her shoulder.
Gripping it tightly in her fist, she backed slowly toward the door.
Once there, she felt behind her for the lock, keeping her eyes and
her attention focused upon the room before her. When it clicked
into place, she felt for the door knob and pulled the door open,
pushing it back against the wall.

If she had to run, she didn't want anything
to slow her down.

Feeling slightly better, Erin transferred
the spud wrench to her left hand and reached for the four pound
sledge hammer ironworkers referred to as a beater. Slowly, she
moved back into the room, checking behind the easy chairs in the
living room, then the couch, and finally moving just close enough
to the eating counter that separated the kitchen from the living
room to peer over it. Her height, 5'10" in her stocking feet, stood
her in good stead since she could check the opposite side without
having to enter the kitchen.

Relaxing fractionally when she saw no one
hid there, she moved into the kitchen and approached the broom
closet. At that point, she discovered a tool in each hand might
make her feel safer, but it also left her at a slight disadvantage.
Shoving the spud wrench back in its loop, she snatched the door to
the broom closet open, jumping back at the same instant, beater
raised.

The sudden movement caused the broom to
shift, knocking against the mop handle, and both fell out at her
feet almost causing her hair to stand on end. Her stomach clenched
reflexively. The closet was innocent of intruders, however, and
once she'd collected herself, Erin returned to the living area.

Her bedroom door was closed. She usually
left it that way. It was her sanctum, the only place in her tiny
apartment that was for her alone and the closed door was a
statement to her boys that it was to be kept that way. At the
moment, however, the closed door made it seem more a place where
evil could hide than a sanctuary.

Erin tensed as she reached it, half fearful
that the intruder, alerted by now to her search, might wrench it
open at any moment and confront her. As seconds ticked by her
tension grew until it was more dreadful to wait than to proceed.
She reached for the door knob, twisted it and shoved it open at the
same moment with her steel-toed boot.

It crashed back against the bedroom wall
with unexpected force, rebounding slightly. The sound of impact,
startlingly loud, made her jump. In a moment, however, Erin
realized that the sound was that of metal door knob against plaster
wall, not flesh, and some of her tension left her.

Easing the door back again, Erin absently
nudged the light switch to her right with her elbow, flooding the
room with a soft yellow glow from the overhead fixture. After
surveying the room cautiously from the doorway, she cast an uneasy
glance behind her and moved into the room. It was not only empty.
There were no signs that anyone had ever been there other than
herself.

Having warily checked the closet, beneath
the bed and the bathroom shower, Erin repeated the process in her
sons' rooms and the second bath. Nothing. Relieved of her major
fear, the terror began to ebb away, leaving Erin so weak it took an
effort to return the beater to her tool belt.

Puzzlement at once replaced the fear of
moments before. The apartment might be empty now, but an intruder
had most definitely been inside. Her mother was no prankster. She
wouldn't have left a gift with the legend, 'From your secret
admirer'.

Still buzzing with tension, Erin checked the
front door with meticulous care. The door had certainly not been
forced. She would have noticed that immediately. However, as
carefully as she studied it, she could see no scratches that might
indicate the lock had been picked. Closing the door, she shot the
dead bolt home and went through the kitchen to check the back
door.

Likewise, there was no indication of forced
entry. She checked the windows next, though her apartment was on
the second floor and it seemed unlikely anyone could or would have
attempted entering that way, particularly in broad daylight when
they could easily be seen breaking in. All were locked and
intact.

Stymied and yet no longer nearly as
frightened, Erin returned to the living room. Dropping her tool
belt on the seat of a nearby chair and discarding her ball-cap, she
picked up the package, flipping open the folded note card.

"A gift to delight … Loving hearts to unite
… To keep you always within my sight," she read aloud. Spawned
partly by embarrassment and partly by anger, Erin's ready blush,
the curse of the very fair, blossomed. Arbitrarily, the mere fact
that she'd colored made her flush harder still.

"Cute! The ass hole thinks he's a poet," she
muttered, feeling her anger mount at having been frightened for no
apparent reason. It was a prank. A stupid, asinine prank! And it
had nearly scared the life out of her.

It flashed through Erin's mind almost
simultaneously to be grateful she hadn't yielded to fright and
summoned the police, to wonder who the smart ass was, and to
consider retaliation for both the intrusion and the fright once she
discovered who'd been in her apartment.

Without further hesitation, she ripped off
the wrapping paper she'd admired on first sighting the gift,
dropping it carelessly on the floor at her feet. The object she
unveiled left her feeling perfectly blank.

Slightly bigger than the palm of her hand,
it was black, smooth and heart-shaped. It had absolutely no
distinguishing features other than the strange, fire engine red
pattern painted on what was obviously its top. Centered in the
pattern was an odd opaque piece of glass, roughly the size and
shape of a fifty cent piece, that looked vaguely like the cheap
stones one might find in a mood ring.

There were no buttons or knobs nor even the
soft indentations that indicated recessed buttons. So far as she
could determine, it had no openings. She couldn't even tell for
certain what material the thing was made of though it seemed the
shiny, lacquered surface must be the same sort of high-impact
plastic everything from televisions to cars was made of these days.
Or perhaps it was fiberglass?

She tapped it with her fingernail then
gauged the weight of it in her hand. It seemed strangely heavy for
its size. Perhaps some sort of light-weight metal?

After a moment, she set the box down and
bent to retrieve the card she'd dropped on the floor with the
wrapping paper. The handwriting didn't look familiar, and though
she examined the legend thoroughly, she could find no clue of the
giver.

Disgusted, she snatched the paper from the
floor and wadded both card and paper into a ball. Stalking into the
kitchen, she discarded it in the garbage can, then turned and
strode to her room without giving the box another glance.

She didn't have time, at the moment, to
puzzle over the damn thing. Everyone was expecting her down at the
Longbranch. Not that she was looking forward to the party with any
real enthusiasm. Friends or not, the celebration was little more
than an 'excuse' to party down, she knew. Moreover, she was in for
some ragging for having reached another milestone, not
congratulations over it.

It wasn't something she could get out of
gracefully, however.

Besides, she knew damn well one of her
so-called friends had filched her keys and broken into her
apartment. She intended to find out which one.

* * * *

It was rare these days that Erin had either
the chance or the inclination to indulge her feminine side.
Regardless, she'd never regretted her decision to enter the
ironworker's apprenticeship program nearly eight years earlier,
even during those first days when it had seemed she'd taken on more
than she could handle. Money, naturally enough, was the main
reason.

From the moment she'd joined the union, her
and her boys had had a better life and a brighter future than she
could ever have had working as a waitress. Physically, the work
wasn't all that more demanding, because there was no getting around
the fact that waitresses worked their buns off for their meager
existence. Construction work was more dangerous, of course, but so,
too, were a lot of other jobs, some that didn't pay nearly as well.
And when one was poor and desperate, a woman alone trying to raise
two boys, that was the bottom line.

It had come as a pleasant surprise to
discover that she liked her work. Naturally, there were some
aspects to it that she didn't like. Walking beams at death defying
heights was one of them. Though she'd learned to deal with it, and
generally 'walked' the beams now instead of ‘cooning’ them as she
had at first—straddling the beam and pulling herself along the beam
on her butt—she still didn't like it and doubtless never would.

She did enjoy welding, however. She had a
talent for it, had found she had the natural touch and could 'feel'
when her welds were good, just like she could when they weren't.
Moreover, now that she'd learned how to weld with a wire feeder,
she was pretty darned fast.

That part of her work gave her a sense of
pride in her accomplishments. There weren't many women who could
point out a landmark and say, "You see that sky scraper? That
hospital? That bridge? I helped build that."

As the pelting spray of her shower pounded
the tension from her and soothed aching muscles, Erin realized
she'd come a very long way from the terrified, abused young wife
she'd once been. She'd learned her trade and brought both herself
and her boys out of poverty. That was something, she reminded
herself as she stepped out of the shower and began to towel herself
dry, that she could be really proud of.

Gazing absently at her wavering reflection
in the steamy bathroom mirror, she frowned. She was reasonably
content with her life just as it was. Unfortunately, there were
times, like now, when she realized that life, in other ways, was
passing her by. Her sons were growing up without a father and she
was growing old without a life partner. She was thirty years old
today and she had yet to even come close to finding Mr. Right, or
Mr. Almost, for that matter.

After a moment, she shrugged
philosophically.

"Life's a bitch, Erin, and
then you die. You can't have everything. A person just has to learn
to find happiness and satisfaction in the things they
can get," she
murmured.

Reaching up, she used her
damp towel to mop the moisture from the mirror. For the first time
in what seemed like years she looked, really looked at herself.

So far she couldn't detect so much as a hint
of gray in her hair, but that was hardly surprising when her hair
was platinum blond anyway. As far as her face was concerned, it
looked pretty much like the same face that had stared back at her
from mirrors for years.

It was a good face, not particularly pretty,
but not butt ugly either. Her brows were too light to suit her, but
she thought her dark green eyes were rather striking, particularly
since her lashes were dark enough and thick enough to set them off
well. As for her other features....

"Two eyes, one nose, one mouth. Yep. It's
all there. Could be better." She thought about it for a few moments
and shrugged. "Could be worse. Much worse."

She had a decent figure.

There was nothing really 'wrong' with her.
Maybe there just wasn't anything really 'right'?

She shook her head. She wasn't about to let
herself stray down that road again. It had taken her years after
her extremely short-lived marriage to convince herself that she
hadn't gotten 'just what she deserved', that she wasn't useless and
worthless.

She simply had all she could do to support
herself and her sons and run her household. She didn't have the
time or the energy to go 'man hunting'. There wasn't one man she
worked with that she would consider going out with, even if they
asked. Most of them were married already and those who weren't,
weren't worth having.

Still, tonight was supposed to be her night.
It was the first time she'd gone out in ages. Despite the anger
that lingered in the background of her mind from her earlier
fright, she decided to indulge herself and really go all out. When
she'd finished, she was pleasantly surprised to discover she could
still look pretty darned good when she felt like making the
effort.

Ordinarily, she wore heavy denims to protect
herself both from the weather and sparks when she welded. In those,
worn loose for freedom of movement on the iron, with her shoulder
length hair caught tightly back in a French braid, her hard hat and
heavy steel-toed boots, it would've been hard for anyone to pick
her out from any other ironworker, male or female. Even when she
wasn't working, she was generally to be found in jeans.

Decked out now in a slinky black dress,
stockings and heels and with her hair and make-up done, she looked
like an honest to God woman, she thought, and chuckled softly at
herself.

Satisfied with her appearance, Erin grabbed
a handbag out of the closet, tossed her wallet, her cigarettes and
lighter, a brush and a few cosmetics in for repairs later and
headed for the living room. She'd gotten all the way to the front
door before she realized she didn't have her keys.

At work, she generally kept them clipped to
her belt loop to keep them from working their way out of her pocket
and ending up lost in the mud on the job site. The clip had broken
the week before, however. She hadn't had time to buy another clip
yet and had been keeping them in her pocket since then. Had she put
them back in her jeans pocket after unlocking the door? She thought
about it a moment and decided she hadn't.

Turning in a slow circle, she scanned the
room. In a moment, she frowned. "Now what in the devil 'did' I do
with them?" she muttered.

She remembered having them in her hand when
she came in and then she'd spied that 'thing'. She cast her mind
back, trying to recreate the moment, but couldn't recall anything
with any clarity except her reaction to the package. She'd searched
the house, though, and doubtless she'd laid the keys down somewhere
while she was searching.

Backtracking, she went from room to room,
checking the surfaces near both doors and around every window.
Coming up empty-handed, she returned to the living room once more,
feeling the residual anger from before resurface in frustration
totally out of proportion to the problem. Plunking her hands on her
hips, she glared around at the room accusingly. "Now where in the
freaking hades did I put those blegged keys?" she snapped.

Scarcely had the rhetorical demand left her
lips when a tinny, mechanical voice responded, "It's in the
bag."

Erin, feeling the hair on the back of her
neck stand on end, dropped her handbag.


Chapter Two

It sounded like the childish, mechanical
voice of a talking doll, which was scarcely any relief given that
her boys didn't own one. Her head snapped around so quickly toward
the sound that her neck popped. She could see nothing in her range
of vision, however. Nothing but the box.

After a moment she walked slowly toward it,
halting before she quite reached it. She made no move to pick it
up, merely peered down at it half fearfully. Ever so faintly, she
thought she detected a faint glow in the stone set into the box.
Hesitantly, she reached toward it and touched the surface of the
box lightly with her fingers.

Did it feel vaguely warm, mechanically so,
to the touch? Or was it merely that her hand had gone cold with
fear?

After a moment, the answer she'd been
frantically seeking leapt into her mind and she laughed shakily. It
had to have been the box. There wasn't anything else in her
apartment that it could have been. The question was, what had
activated it? Sound? Motion?

She frowned thoughtfully. It was entirely
possible that it had been either. She'd bought a ceramic
jack-o-lantern the year before that responded with eerie shrieks
when its sensor detected either movement or the vibrations of
sound.

She was vastly relieved until it occurred to
her to wonder why it hadn't been activated before. Her mind
immediately surged into replay, attempting to recreate a mental
vision of her actions after she'd discovered the package. Without
any great surprise, she discovered her mind was amazingly blank on
the subject. Nothing she'd done seemed to have made much of an
impression when she'd had terror riding her so hard.

After a moment, she shrugged dismissively,
unwilling to allow fear to gain the upper hand again. "Maybe it
isn't very sensitive?" She was certain she'd moved quietly while
she was searching for the intruder, and the remark about the keys
was the first thing she'd said in a normal tone of voice.

That was it, she decided with immense
relief. It was just a gadget, with silly remarks programmed into it
rather like those printed on the candy hearts sold at Valentine's
Day.

She might even have been intrigued by the
thing under other circumstances. Just now, however, she was still
irritated by its intrusion in her space, and annoyed with herself
for losing her keys.

Almost on the thought, she remembered what
she'd done with them. She'd dropped the keys in the pouch on her
tool belt when she'd taken her wrench out. Mildly annoyed with her
absentmindedness, she set the box down and reached for her tool
belt. Delving inside the bag, she located her keys and went to
retrieve her handbag where she'd dropped it.

As she straightened once more, she turned to
study the box frowningly, wondering whether to take it with her or
not. It had given her the creeps, more because of the circumstances
of its appearance and its sudden animation that anything else,
true, but the fact remained that it had. It still gave her the
creeps.

It wasn't likely to startle her if it
decided to come to life again, however. Moreover, she might need to
gauge her friends' reactions to it to get to the bottom of the
little mystery of its appearance in her apartment when no one was
supposed to have a key other than herself and her mother.

With that thought, she strode over to it,
picked it up and shoved it into her handbag.

* * * *

Between the discovery of the box, her
search, and an unusual length of time spent primping, Erin was
later arriving at the Longbranch Saloon than she'd either expected
or intended. It was obvious as the door burst open to belch forth a
swaying twosome, wisps of smoke, and a cacophony of cheerful,
raised voices and loud music, that everyone was already well into
the swing of a rip-roaring Friday night on the town.

She was tempted to turn right around on the
instant, collect her boys from her mother's house, and return
home.

It occurred to her that the chance was at
least fifty-fifty her friends wouldn't even notice she hadn't
arrived. The Longbranch a popular watering hole and packed to the
rafters on weekends. It was not only favored by her own crowd, but
by 'slumming' yuppies who considered it daringly macho to rub
elbows with the blue collar masses.

In all likelihood at least half if not more
of the singles in the crew she was presently working with were
already there, and quite possibly some of the married men, as well,
who'd slipped their yolks for the night. Among so many it seemed
doubtful she would be missed, no matter how much her height and
distinctive platinum hair generally set her apart from the crowd,
particularly since most of them were probably pretty well lit by
now anyway.

After a moment, she dismissed the thought as
unworthy. Lara had gone to a good bit of trouble to round up the
gang for tonight in honor of her birthday.

Besides, she wanted some answers.

With that thought, she tucked her handbag
under her arm, marched across the parking lot and into the lounge
without giving herself further time to reconsider.

She paused just inside the door to allow her
eyes to adjust to the gloom, for although the quaint, lantern
shaped lights the management favored seemed to be everywhere, along
the walls at ten foot intervals and perched upon the wagon wheel
chandeliers, none gave off a great deal of light. As she'd
expected, the place was packed. Patrons stood three deep at the
twenty foot bar that lined one whole side of the lounge. Knots of
from two to six people sat around every one of the round, saloon
type oak tables that covered every available foot of floor space
with the exception of the twelve by twenty foot dance floor. Some
patrons even stood propped against the walls or the rustic wooden
posts that supported the ceiling.

The interior of the lounge was smokier than
the little escaping wisps at the door had indicated, she
discovered. But then, the majority of it was from machines that
puffed non-toxic vapors to give the place 'atmosphere'. It was an
ironic touch since the smokers who'd once given it that sort of
ambience in reality had been banished to a tiny, totally
unventilated back corner.

Not that that minute corner was as
inadequate as it once would have been. Smokers had been sadly
depleted by the 'witch hunt' the federal government had inspired
with their propaganda machine. The masses, susceptible to just
about any suggestion these days, particularly when it gave them a
good excuse to turn their hostilities upon their neighbors, had
spoken. Smokers must be eradicated, whatever it took. And those
brainless wonders who breathed car exhaust and toxic factory fumes
every day, and were besides pelted with radiation from across the
spectrum and every conceivable direction, and actually believed
second hand smoke was going to kill them more quickly were just the
ones to do it.

Erin, a diehard smoker herself, made a
bee-line for the smoking section. In doing so, she almost walked
smack into the man that occasionally drove the 'roach coach' that
served the construction site where she worked. He said something to
her as she bumped against him, but he was a rather shy, soft-spoken
man and Erin couldn't make out the words. Before she could ask him
to repeat it, Lara plowed her way through the milling throng and
grasped her elbow.

"There you are! We'd begun to think you'd
decided to skip out on us. Come on! Everyone's been waiting for
ages. Hey!" Lara added, stopping so abruptly Erin, who'd thrown an
apologetic glance at the man, almost ran into her. "You look
gorgeous tonight. You must have had a premonition, huh? Just wait
till I tell you what I found when I did your monthly horoscope
today. Things are looking up, girl. Definitely looking up."

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Erin
tried for an enthusiastic smile at the offered treat. It was a
wasted effort since Lara whirled even before the words were out of
her mouth and began plowing her way through the crowd once
more.

Thereafter, Erin caught only one word out of
three. Not that it mattered. Lara never seemed to mind whether
anyone participated in her conversations or not and, at any rate,
Erin had heard enough to know what the gist of the monologue was.
Lara, true to form, was deeply into her voodoo doodoo, as Erin
mentally referred to it.

Gazing at the back of Lara's dark head with
tolerant amusement, it occurred to Erin that theirs must seem an
unlikely friendship to everyone but themselves.

They were almost polar opposites, in
appearance as well as personality. Lara, though far from short, was
a good half a head shorter than Erin. She was almost painfully
thin, even frail in appearance, to Erin's sturdy, almost athletic
build, and she was as dark as Erin was fair.

Beyond that, Erin had her feet planted
solidly on terra firma whereas Lara lived in the great beyond.
Erin's world revolved around her boys and her job, in that order.
Lara's greatest passion, next to the one she'd developed for Erin's
friend Sam Sheffield, was the paranormal, in any and every form.
Fond as Erin had become of Lara, she still considered the lively
younger woman nutty as a fruitcake.

"Mmm?" Erin responded rather absently to
Lara's last remark, glancing around at the Friday night crowd with
mild curiosity.

"You're going to
meet him, very
soon, maybe even tonight. Who knows?" Lara repeated, throwing Erin
a grin.

"Him, who?" Erin asked good-humoredly, her
attention still divided between Lara and the crowd. She'd caught a
glimpse of a man that looked vaguely familiar and was trying to
place him, not an easy task under the circumstances.

Dim as the lighting was, she thought wryly,
she would've probably had trouble recognizing one of her brothers.
Complete strangers could pass for bosom buddies merely by being
roughly the same size and coloring as someone well known.

Added to that was the fact that she didn't
dare do more than occasionally slant a quick glance in his
direction. She'd already caught him studying her with startling
intensity twice. She didn't know if it meant that he recognized
her, that he was amazed at her height, or that he was interested,
but she was too leery of attracting strangers in a bar to allow him
to catch her eye.

Still, there was something naggingly
familiar about both the man's build and his intriguingly craggy
features. She should know him. She was certain of it.

Lara stopped abruptly and spun around. "Your
significant other, that's who! And I promise, he won't be a thing
in the world like your Ex!"

Erin, her attention firmly caught now, felt
her tentative good humor vanish. She had, in a moment of weakness,
spilled her guts to Lara about her ex-husband, Lawrence McCall.
She'd been almost immediately sorry. Not that Lara used it against
her in any way. It was just that it seemed to have fired Lara's
imagination and with that a grim determination to help Erin find
'the perfect man'. Or perhaps it was only that Lara felt an
obligation to return the favor Erin had done for her when she'd
introduced Lara to Sheff. "Well, that's a relief," Erin said
tightly. "Because he was Mr. Very Wrong if there ever was one."

Lara's brown eyes softened sympathetically.
"Hey! It was the drugs, Erin. He wouldn't have done any of those
things if he hadn't gotten hooked on them."

Erin's lips tightened. She didn't doubt for
a moment that it was true, but there was no getting away from the
fact that the man was weak to start with or he wouldn't have gotten
hooked. True, they'd both been very young, but there were some
things youth and inexperience just didn't excuse, like abandoning a
wife of twenty-one with two sons to raise on her own. "Right," Erin
said. "And if I had balls and no tits, I'd be a man," she added
sotto voce. At least, she thought she had.

Lara, on the move again, threw her a shocked
look, then spoiled it by laughing. Lara's reaction made Erin grin
in return, dispelling much of her irritation.

What little lingered was forgotten almost in
the next instant. As they passed the end of the bar, Erin made eye
contact with one of the men standing beside it. She tensed.
Jeffcoat, one elbow propped negligently on the bar, a full mug of
beer in his other hand, gave her a thorough once-over that made her
skin crawl.

Of all the men she'd worked with in the past
few years, and she'd worked with both good and bad, Jeffcoat was
easily the nastiest of the nasty.

He considered himself a lady's man. The Lord
alone knew why. He was put together like a badly packaged slab of
pork. He looked and smelled like bathing was a bad word, and he was
crude beyond belief, at least whenever Erin was within hearing.

Physically, he was as unappealing as the
male of the species could get. Personality-wise, he was worse.

He had, for some totally incomprehensible
reason, decided Erin was hot for him on the first job they worked
together. From day one he'd made it a point to 'tantalize' her with
obnoxious crudities every time she came within his vicinity. Erin,
trying hard to fit-in in a world previously reserved for the male
of the species only, had decided that ignoring him was her best
option, though it was virtually impossible to do so.

She had managed, up until that time, to go
about her business relatively unscathed. Some of the men had been
friendly enough, though somewhat wary of the idea of having female
ironworkers among them. A few had regarded her with curiosity,
fewer still with thinly veiled hostility. Some had made sexist
remarks within her hearing, more as a test than anything else, to
see if she really meant to be an ironworker or was only taking
advantage of the situation. However, overall most had seemed
willing enough to accept females among the brotherhood, and Erin,
keeping a low profile, had fit in as well or better than most of
the other women.

Jeffcoat tested her determined patience to
the limit.

In the end it had been the foreman who'd
both settled the situation and earned Erin a dangerous enemy.
Overhearing some of Jeffcoat's 'endearments', he'd called him on
the carpet. Tact had not entered into it either. He'd chewed
Jeffcoat out for sexual harassment in front of the entire crew,
pointing out that, had Erin been malicious, she could have brought
suit against Jeffcoat, the company they were working for at the
time, and the Local, as well.

Jeffcoat hadn't come near her since, to her
relief. But he let her know he hated her guts for the incident.

She sincerely hoped her life never depended
upon the man. She wouldn't have had him as a partner on a bet.

Tight lipped with anger at the insulting
nature of the man's stare, Erin resolutely stared through and then
past him and kept going.

She was still smarting with it when she and
Lara finally reached the tables in the back that was their
destination. It took an effort to tamp it down and smile a greeting
at her friends. Nevertheless, she shelved it, aided by the
reflection that she would not give Jeffcoat such importance as to
allow him to ruin her evening.

It was an unusual assortment that greeted
her from the two tables pushed together in the back, a mishmash of
races and economic classes that were rarely seen in the same social
group, and more rarely still as very good friends. Sheff, an oak of
a man Erin privately thought looked like a throwback to the ancient
vikings, whom Erin was generally inclined to think of as her best
friend, greeted her first. Typically, his comments left her
undecided on whether to laugh or belt him.

"Hello! Sweet thang!" he called, his mild
blue eyes focusing first upon Lara and gleaming with unholy
laughter. "I see you found us another unattached female!"

He looked at Erin then and feigned a double
take. "Sonofabitch! Is that you under all that war paint, Dietrich?
Hey, J.R., did you know Dietrich was a female-type person?"

He returned his attention to Erin without
awaiting a response, looking her over pointedly, his expression
deliberately wolfish. "And a damn fine looking one at that!"

As accustomed as Erin was to Sheff's
outspoken humor, she cringed a little inside as heads turned at
some of the nearby tables. It wasn't that she particularly minded
Sheff's heavy handed humor. She generally allowed it to roll off
her like water, but she felt a little self-conscious in her
unaccustomed rig anyway, and she very much disliked being the
center of attention even when she wasn't nervous about her
appearance. "Very funny, Sheff," she said tartly.

He laughed, snatched Lara, who was glaring
at him, off her feet and onto his lap, giving her a ferocious
cuddle and nuzzling her neck before he released her. Lara got
decorously to her feet and swatted the cap off his head that had
'Atlanta Steel and Fabrication' emblazoned across the front.

J.R., a fellow ironworker, laughed
uproariously at the by-play, nudging his wife, who sat beside him.
He was one of the most gentlemanly men of Erin's acquaintance. He
was also, in his own estimation, a black man and so comfortable
with his heritage he never seemed to give it a thought, therefore
no one else did.

As he put it, his folks had been in the
United States for generations. Three of those generations had
served their country as career military. He figured that made him
an American, plain and simple. He wasn't an African anything.

His wife, Merle, was a school teacher, and
as ladylike as her husband was gentlemanly. Unlike J.R., however,
who was one of eight children and had known a great deal of want in
his life, she'd grown up in a firmly middle class family. She
smiled at Erin in greeting and threw Sheff a look that was half
amused, half disapproving for his rowdiness.

Sheff grinned back at her, totally
unrepentant. "What?" he asked with feigned innocence.

Merle, as unable to resist Sheff's infinite
charm as the next woman, chuckled. "You are so bad!"

Laughing, Sheff returned his attention to
Erin. "Well! Now that the birthday girl's here, I guess we can get
down to some serious partying."

Erin chuckled. Taking the seat J.R. pulled
out for her, she rummaged through her purse for her cigarettes and
lit up, taking a deep drag to calm her still jittery nerves. As
determinedly as she'd tried to put the earlier episode from her
mind, she still felt jumpy as hell. Moreover, as paranoid as she
knew it to be, she felt as if she had eyes drilling a hole in
her.

Peter Collins, seated across the table from
her, poured a mug of beer from the pitcher in front of him and
quietly passed it to her. She acknowledged him with a smile before
turning her attention to Sheff once more. "It looks to me like
you're already three sheets to the wind, Sheff," she said
pointedly.

Indignant, Sheff protested. "I've only had
two wild turkey and waters."

"That's four, but who's counting," Peter put
in dryly. Transferring his attention to Erin almost at once, he
introduced the young Latino Adonis seated beside him as Jesus
Gracias. Sheff stared at Peter quizzically for several moments but
finally decided not to rise to the bait.

Acknowledging the introduction a little
absently, Erin surreptitiously turned her attention back to Sheff
as she sipped from her mug. As much as she liked Sheff, he was
notoriously unpredictable when he'd had a drink or two, and it was
obvious he didn't quite know what to make of her friend Peter.

There had been times when she was almost
certain Sheff realized that Peter was gay and was unfazed by it. At
others, she wasn't nearly as sure as she would've liked to have
been and couldn't help but worry that Sheff might react with
hostility once enlightened.

She had not realized herself at first, for,
although no closet gay, Peter considered his sexual life a matter
of privacy, not militancy. He was an extremely attractive man, to
both sexes, and well built since he ran a small bodybuilding
business.

He was also, next to Sheff, her best friend.
In fact, in some ways, she felt far closer to Peter.

He had befriended her from the moment she
had moved into the apartment above him, helped her settle in, taken
up time with her boys. When her bathroom pipes had burst, it had
been Peter who'd patched them until the manager could get a plumber
out. When her boys had come down with chicken pox, Peter had been
right there to help, going for medicine at first and treats later
for the picky invalids, and helping her to entertain them as they
recovered.

There had been many times when she didn't
know how she could have gotten along without his help. When he and
his long time lover had parted bitterly the month before, she had
become closer to him still, because finally it had seemed he needed
her.

She had hoped he and his friend, William,
could reconcile their differences. Apparently, Peter had decided it
was a lost cause. She hoped he didn't come to regret his decision.
Jesus, apparently a rather shy, quiet young man, seemed nice enough
on the surface, but his glittering black eyes bespoke his
passionate, volatile heritage.

Moreover, it seemed to her Peter's
devastation over the break-up left him very vulnerable to a
heartbreaking rebound.

J.R. leaned over and spoke almost in her
ear, bringing her out of her abstraction. "Don't suppose you
noticed who else is here tonight?"

For a moment, Erin thought he was referring
to Jeffcoat. She realized almost immediately that that was
doubtful. She hadn't known J.R. back then. He wouldn't know of her
history with the man unless Sheff had decided to enlighten him, and
despite Sheff's outspokenness in some respects he wasn't one for
dredging up old gossip. "Who?"

He jerked his head toward a table separated
from theirs by two others. "The new boss."

Frowning in puzzlement, Erin turned, trying
to make her appraisal seem casual. It was the man she'd glimpsed
earlier and thought looked familiar. Seen at closer range, and with
foreknowledge, she wondered why she hadn't recognized him
before.

Of course, she had never really seen him up
close. He wasn't a field man. Too, he'd only taken over the company
a few weeks earlier. Still, he wasn't the sort of man any woman
could really ignore or would want to.

For one thing, he was both exceptionally big
and tall. Like Sheff, built rather like a landmark. For another, he
exuded the sort of power and confidence that acted upon women like
an electromagnet.

Her eyes widened. At just that instant he
looked up and their eyes locked. Smiling faintly, he nodded. Erin
snatched her gaze away at once. "Holy shi ... uh. I didn't
recognize him. What in the world is he doing here, do you
suppose?"

Peter lifted a brow, smiling wickedly. "At a
guess? I'd say he's trying to score. Do you want to make him feel
lucky tonight?"

Sheff laughed. Lara, seated next to him,
gave Sheff a nudge in the ribs with her elbow, though she, too,
grinned.

Erin divided a scowl between Peter and
Sheff. Obviously, despite the fact that Peter had decided to play
the field, he was feeling catty tonight. As for Sheff's insulting
chuckle, she felt like demanding an explanation of just exactly
what he meant by it.

"Why shouldn't she?" Lara asked somewhat
militantly.

Instantly diverted, Erin stared at her.
"He's the boss."

"So?" Lara shrugged. "He's fine. Go for
it."

Erin scowled indignantly. "I'm not a s ..."
She broke off self-consciously and dropped her gaze at the look on
Lara's face. She hadn't meant to hurt or insult Lara, hadn't meant
to refer to that old, painful affair. Truthfully, she had forgotten
all about Lara's confession about her former job, when she'd fallen
for her boss, who just happened to be married. It had happened
before they knew each other. As far back as their friendship went,
Lara had worked as manager in a ladies dress shop.

"Sucker for a pretty face like you are," she
continued on inspiration after only the barest pause, managing to
infuse a teasing tone into the words.

"Anyway, I'm not sure what I think of the
man. Rumor around the job is, it was a hostile takeover. Half the
guys on the job were talking about walking off, figuring old man
Wainwright got a raw deal. He was the one that built Atlanta Steel
and Fabrication from the ground up. It doesn't seem right that
someone else could just waltz in and take it after all the hard
work poor Mr. Wainwright put into it."

Lara's brows lifted. "Do you suppose it’s
true?" she asked doubtfully, casting a regretful glance in the
man's direction.

Erin shrugged. "Mr. Wainwright said it was
just rumors and acted like they were great friends when they came
out to announce the thing officially. That was the only reason
everybody decided to stay.

“A couple of the guys that
have actually met him say he's ok. Me, I still haven't decided. He
seems nice enough, but ...."

Sheff grinned. "Did you hear that, J.R.?
Dietrich thinks the boss has a pretty face. I do believe she's got
the hots for him."

J.R. chuckled, but eyed Erin warily.

"One more wisecrack out of you, Sheff, and
I'm going to brain you with that beer pitcher," Erin responded with
only partially feigned irritation.

Sheff cast a look at the other table and
leaned toward her. "Hey, Dietrich. He's looking this way. Give him
another come hither look and see if he rises to the occasion."

It was never wise to encourage Sheff, but
Erin laughed in spite of her best efforts not to. "Shut up,
Sheff."

"He's getting up. Now's your chance."

Erin refused to look. Dipping her fingertips
in her beer, she flicked the droplets in his grinning face.
"Consider that a warning shot, Sheff."

"He's coming this way."

"Damn it, Sheff!" Erin growled, torn between
amusement and irritation.

"Uh oh. He's been waylaid. Better look,
Dietrich. He's about to slip the snare."

Lara craned her neck to see over the heads
of the people that blocked her view. She frowned. "Who's that with
him?"

"That's Dietrich's good buddy, 'Pokey'
Lancaster."

Erin felt her amusement disappear.


Chapter Three

Peter studied Erin's face speculatively for
a moment. "She doesn't exactly look ecstatic about the fact that
he's here."

Erin shook her head. "Don't let Sheff's
comments throw you. I don't particularly care one way or another.
Lancaster's alright. He just gets a chip on his shoulder now and
then when things don't go his way."

Sheff grinned, ignoring Erin's attempt to
downplay their past association and responding to Peter's comment
instead. "That's probably because she's afraid he'll demand a
rematch."

Peter frowned, though he looked as intrigued
by the comment as the others at the table, as Sheff had undoubtedly
hoped they would. "Rematch?"

"Sheff," Erin said, frowning at him
warningly.

He winked at her. "Dietrich gave him his
nickname, you know."

"I did no such thing, Sheff!" Erin
exclaimed, aghast at his outright whopper.

"No, she didn't," J.R. put in with a laugh.
"You did. Which I figure puts you right about the top of his shit
list."

Sheff chuckled but didn't deny it. "I think
Dietrich holds first place."

"How's that?" Lara asked, thoroughly
intrigued. "And how come you call him pokey?"

"I think it was when we were working on that
mall ...."

J.R. broke in, cutting him off. "No it
wasn't. It was on that apartment tower over on Tara Drive."

Sheff nodded, waving his hand dismissively
to show that the place was irrelevant. "Anyway, Dietrich and
Lancaster were welding, only Dietrich was running rings around him.
Lancaster was getting more and more pissed about it, and trying his
best to out-weld her."

"And you weren't helping matters," Erin said
dryly. "Hey, Pokey, Dietrich's two ahead of you now! Better hump
it, boy. Hurry up, man, she's outstripped you by three welds now.
You got lead in your pants, Pokey?"

Sheff grinned and shrugged. "Can I help it
if the guy can't take a little heat? Anyway, then the inspector
comes up, checks Lancaster's welds and fails the whole kit and
caboodle. Had his back-up strips turned edge ways and only a
hairline strip of weld. Lancaster tried to lay them off on
Dietrich. But I stuck up for my buddy.

“I think what really
pissed him off, though, was that they put Dietrich to work cutting
his welds out and replacing them." He paused, as if he was thinking
the matter over, but Erin could see the devilish gleam in his eyes.
"Then again, it might be the fact that he challenged Dietrich to a
match and she bested him."

"What kind of a match?" Lara asked, eyeing
Erin's heated blush with extreme interest.

"Leg wrestling. See. He wanted her to arm
wrestle, but she knew she couldn't beat him that way so she
countered by offering to leg wrestle instead. Tossed him ass hole
over appetite. It was the funniest thing I'd ever seen in my
life."

"You didn't think it was so funny when she
tossed you," J.R. pointed out, grinning.

Sheff chuckled. "That was different."

"Hey! That sounds like fun! Show me!" Lara
exclaimed excitedly.

"I don't think so," Erin said flatly.

"Why not?"

"Because I'm wearing a dress, that's
why."

"And she's trying to impress the boss. Ain't
that right, Dietrich?"

Despite the fact that she wanted to strangle
Sheff at the moment, Erin had to bite her lip to contain a smile.
"One of these days, Sheff ...."

"By the way, Dietrich, he's right behind
you."

"Cute," Erin said, refusing to look, though
her stomach seized up in a knot of discomfort.

"He is. Ain't he, Lara, honey?"

Lara's eyes widened. "Not quite, but he's
definitely coming this way."

It took an effort not to turn and look, but
Erin managed it. "Oh you two are a riot tonight."

She was so certain they were trying to pull
one on her she nearly jumped out of her skin when a hand came down
on her shoulder. Her head snapped around, her eyes encountering
first a rather large, well-manicured hand before her gaze moved
beyond it to a pelvis clad in snug fitting jeans that left little
to the imagination. Definitely not Lancaster, she thought as her
gaze moved up to a nice, flat belly, a broad chest and finally
traveled up to his face. That visage, although not particularly
handsome by anyone's standards was one most women would consider
ruggedly attractive regardless, particularly when capped by a
thatch of thick, rather unruly dark hair that made a woman's
fingers itch to run through it. It also belonged, indisputably, to
the boss.

She was mortifyingly certain later that her
jaw dropped to half mast while she simply stared at him as if some
demon from hell had gripped her shoulder.

"Want to dance?"

Horribly conscious of six pairs of keenly
cocked ears, Erin couldn't think for several moments how to answer.
When she tried all she could do was gobble, "I ... I ... uh ... I
...."

He took it as an acquiesce. She wasn't
certain if she was glad or sorry. Neither was she sure of whether
she was stunned by the fact that he was incredibly attractive up
close, that he was her boss, or that her friends were going to make
her life a living hell once she got back to the table. Regardless,
she didn't put up any resistance as his hand slid to her elbow and
urged her to rise.

There was a moment as she did so when a
different sort of horror seized her. She was unusually tall for a
woman to start with and she'd, insanely, decided tonight of all
nights to wear heels. They were both, she knew, going to be
extremely disconcerted if she rose to her full height and
discovered she was looking down at him. It was almost a knee
weakening relief to find herself looking him dead in the eye.
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