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  EPILOGUE


  EPIGRAPH


  “They were tortured, and tortured one another, in the sight of thousands who gathered thick about them, and their desire rose up like a black smoke.”


  Arthur Machen, The Hill of Dreams


  


  “The beauty patiently selects the victims for the night. Innocent blood will give eternal beauty eternal life. Woman of Dark Desires. Woman of Eternal Beauty. Woman of Dark Desires. Elizabeth Bathory.”


  Quorthon, lyrics from “Woman of Dark Desires”


  on Bathory’s album, Under the Sign of the Black Mark


  


  


  PROLOGUE 1


  Hungary


  1614


  Lightning flashed into a bedroom through slits in a bricked-up window. Thunder rumbled.


  Within the room, a Countess in a soiled and ragged brocade gown paced back and forth, frantic with horror, trapped in a nightmare that was coming true.


  More lightning flashed. Thunder sounded nearer.


  The Countess cringed whimpering into a corner, staring with terror at a bare patch of wall where a mirror had once been.


  The storm reached the castle.


  The mirror reappeared.


  Her nightmare came true.


  The man who brought her meal the next day looked through the food-hole in the bricked-up doorway and saw the prisoner lying face down upon the dirty stone floor.


  The date was August 21, 1614.


  After nearly four years of solitary imprisonment, effectively entombed alive, the Countess Erzsebet Bathory, accused of torturing and killing hundreds of young women and bathing in their blood, alone and insane, was dead.


  But only, of course, for a while.


  PROLOGUE 2


  North America


  1968


  Three-hundred-and-fifty-four years after her death, the Countess Bathory was found by an eight-year-old girl in a public library in a small Kansas town within the pages of William Seabrook’s Witchcraft, in a chapter titled “World Champion Lady Vampire of All Time.”


  The girl selected several children’s books and checked them out along with Witchcraft, then carried it home hidden between the children’s books so that her parents would not notice.


  Before falling asleep that night, she used a flashlight under the sheets to read the Countess’ chapter three more times.


  That weekend, on a visit to her grandparents’ farm, she caught a kitten in the barn, bound it to a milking stool with bailing wire, and beat it to death with a stick.
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  Toys in the Playroom


  She was terrified and helpless, naked in chains.


  Masked torturers crowded around her, mocked her shame, laughed at her fear. One tormentor raised an iron spike to her face. The tip glowed red-hot.


  She felt the tip’s heat threaten her face, but the spike was then lowered and moved between her legs.


  The torturer’s mask fell away. Beneath was a hag’s face. Her nose and lips were gone, eaten away by bleeding sores. Glistening tentacles writhed within the dark cavern of the hag’s gaping mouth. She kissed the bound woman as she pressed the hot iron against its target.


  Chilled tentacles wiggled into and down the screaming woman’s throat, slithered into her guts, grabbed and pulled and tore. Blood gushed in thick gouts of hot crimson slime from the captive’s mouth, and then—


  The ripsaw buzz of a digital alarm clock jarred the dreamer awake.


  She groped for the clock and turned off the alarm, then lay, panting softly, looking up at the ceiling. She tried to remember details of the fading dream.


  Trudy McAllen sighed, forced herself out of bed and hurried into the adjoining bathroom. She flipped the wall switch, squeezed her eyes shut against the sudden light, groped in the shower and turned on the hot.


  Cold water sprayed out.


  While she waited for the aging hot water heater to slowly do its job, she did more urgent things and glanced at her Ironman digital. A body builder pro had recommended the watch when she started training with free weights and got serious, her eyes on body building competitions. She made a famous body building motto, ‘No pain, no gain,’ her own.


  She’d not won a contest, yet, but she’d gotten strong, and healthy, and kept the Ironman, which now told her it was 13:30, 1:30 in the afternoon.


  Another work day and night stretched before her. The thought did not thrill her.


  Marv, her boss, claimed she had a bad attitude. Where her current job was concerned, he was right. She was grateful to him for giving her a chance to get her life out of the gutter and onto the curb. The sleazy work she did for him was a vast improvement over the even sleazier things she had done to survive after running away from home. But being grateful to Marv did not mean she intended to devote her life to waitressing in his club, dancing naked, almost, on his stage, and acting in his BDSM videos.


  The gym where she worked out was another matter. After fighting back from being a physical disaster on the brink of death, she liked the idea of devoting her life to helping others get as strong and healthy as lifting weights and eating right had made her. Trudy’s before and after pictures were the difference between Ms. Anorexia and Ms. Olympia, and she figured if she could do it, anyone could.


  The gym’s owner had suggested he might hire her as a part-time trainer in training if a position opened up. Whether he really would or had been blowing hot air to get on her good side, she told herself it was possible, even with her less than savory background. Working there could give her life more meaning. And looking forward to a life that meant something more than mere survival was a hope she refused to let die. For nearly eighteen months that hope and her regular workouts had kept her drug-free and sober. Occasional fantasy-sex fixes in her private playroom, with a partner or, if necessary, alone, helped.


  Trudy got into the shower. As the water steamed around her, she leaned back against the tiles and toyed with the unraveling threads of the dream her alarm clock had interrupted. She caught a few vivid images and held onto them.


  She kept thinking about the dream, about the helpless excitement of the victim.


  She closed her eyes and touched her breasts. Soon, she decided the dream had started feelings that were too good to waste.


  She turned off the shower and walked back to her bedroom, dripping water onto the worn green carpet. From a bottom dresser drawer, beneath a ‘No Pain, No Gain’ weightlifter’s T-shirt, she took a key, went out of the bedroom and to the end of the hall, unlocked a door, and entered her playroom.


  She flipped the light switch. A red light bulb in the ceiling came on. The beige vinyl floor, cool against the soles of her bare feet, was a lake of frozen blood in the crimson glow.


  Trudy closed the door and locked it. There was no one else in the rented house. She lived alone. But knowing the door was locked had an enhancing psychological effect.


  Against the wall opposite the door was a piece of special furniture she had constructed herself. Two pine two-by-fours, each seven feet long, sanded smooth, stained dark, and varnished, formed a wooden X to which were nailed four padded leather straps, one at the end of each arm. The two at the top were buckled, but loosely enough to slip hands through, and more importantly, back out. Self-bondage that could not be escaped was less than smart, and no one had ever accused Trudy of being dumb, other than herself.


  Beneath the X, two thick beams extended down to a heavy wooden base to hold the bondage frame at a comfortable thirty-degree slant. A full-length mirror attached to the back of the door opposite the X showed anyone strapped to the X a reflection of themselves.


  To the right of the X was a two-shelf utility table. Upon the table’s white enamel (made crimson by the light) shelves lay Trudy’s fantasy sex toys.


  Some of the toys were common things that her imagination put to uncommon uses. Others were items she had purchased when she could squeeze a little extra from her budget.


  The most costly items in the collection were a pair of stainless steel handcuffs, a multi-speed vibrator, to which could be fitted an assortment of interesting attachments, and a three-thonged, hand-braided, black leather whip.


  The rest of the collection included padded leather straps fitted with buckles, varying lengths and thicknesses of strong but soft nylon rope, three dozen wooden clothes pins, spring clips in an assortment of sizes from an office supply store, and a tray containing random things from hardware stores.


  She reminded herself that the fantasy session would have to be a quick one or she would be late for that afternoon’s video shoot. She also reminded herself to not leave lingering marks any place on her body that would show in the as-good-as-naked costumes she would be wearing in the video and later at the club. Then she positioned herself against the bondage frame.


  She bent down and buckled her wide-spread ankles to the bottom of the frame and slipped her wrists through the buckled loops at the top, then she looked at herself in the mirror, a naked woman strapped to the X, damp skin glistening in the crimson light, waiting helplessly for her tormentors to give her pain.


  Watching her reflection, she strained against her bonds, bowed her body upward, jerked on the straps as if desperate to get free. Leather and wood creaked. She moaned low in her throat, moving deeper into her fantasy, sexual tension mounting.


  Fantasy figures in pointed Inquisition hoods, their faces hidden, approached her. They shamed her with insults, pawed and pinched and abused her exposed body, discussed what to do to her first, then made a decision, and told her what it was. She begged them not to do it. They laughed in response.


  Panting softly, Trudy slipped her right hand free of its leather loop and reached for one of her toys.
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  Temple


  Phil Hastings lived on the Dallas side of the sprawling Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex, but he had not been to downtown Dallas for more than a year, not since the Commerce Street Newsstand closed. He missed it still.


  He first visited the newsstand in secret, a thirteen-year old kid escaping his mother, staring wide-eyed at row after long row of books, magazines, and newspapers, some in exotic languages he could not read.


  His mother was doing some Saturday shopping in the original Neiman-Marcus on the corner of Commerce and Ervay a few doors up the street. He told her he was going to the bathroom, but instead snuck out of the store and went down the street to the newsstand.


  He had noticed the newsstand when they walked up Commerce to Neiman’s, and he’d asked to go in. But his mother said they had not lost anything in there and kept walking.


  Carefully squeezing through the forest of adults that crowded the aisles, feeling like an intruder in a forbidden temple, he cautiously pushed deeper into the newsstand and found a new paperback by a writer whose novel about vampires he had read and reread until it was falling apart. There had been a black cover on the vampire book. This new one gleamed like polished chrome. It was called The Shining, but it cost $2.50 and he’d spent all but $1.25 of his weekly allowance on some STAR WARS stuff at the mall.


  Reminding himself he mustn’t be gone from Neiman’s too long, he reluctantly left the chrome-covered paperback and explored another long row of books, then another, and another, until—


  In the newsstand’s innermost depths, at the back where the lighting was not as bright, he saw a mysterious alcove. A group of men, some of them wearing suits like his father wore to church, stood packed closely together. None looked at another or made a sound as they concentrated, heads bowed as if in prayer, upon the books and magazines before them.


  Curious, feeling he had reached the temple’s holy of holies, Phil edged closer. A large sign over the entrance warned him that minors were not allowed. He’d heard of such places, of course. They were supposed to be Evil. Shrines of Sex. Pornography.


  Knowing he was not supposed to, Phil edged defiantly closer, and closer, pretending to be looking at the books on the row that led to the alcove, until finally he was close enough to steal a secret peek. What he saw made him forget stealth. He saw magazines wrapped in clear plastic showing beautiful women. Naked.


  The nearest magazine showed a woman with long blond hair lying on her back, frowning as if in pain, legs spread wide.


  Phil edged closer.


  One of the men in the alcove noticed, nudged the guy next to him, and pointed.


  Phil panicked and fled. Behind him, the men laughed.


  As he hurried back to Neiman’s, he kept glancing back, expecting to see someone come after him, but no one did, and his mother never guessed where he had been.


  He immediately wanted to go back and see more. Days afterward he still found it difficult to think of much else. One night, he even saw the woman on the magazine cover in an exciting dream. It was not the first such dream he’d had, but it was the most vivid.


  Deep down where words and warnings could not reach, he started to suspect he’d found a true religion. His soul had been seized by the Goddess Sex.


  Her Priestesses were on the covers of the magazines, the Forbidden Alcove was Holy Ground, and his Goddess had drawn him away from his mother. Maybe She worked for the Devil, but he didn’t care. He might go to Hell, but Evil or not, Sin or not, it felt like Heaven.


  So, there were other secret trips to the newsstand when his mother went to Neiman’s, and although he made a show of examining the other books in the store, feeling everyone was watching him, fleeting glances at the magazines in the Holy Alcove of Pornography were always his goal.


  He fantasized about carrying one of the magazines home, finding a private place, stripping off the plastic wrapping, and studying the Holy Secrets of his Goddess.


  At fifteen, he slipped inside the alcove and spent precious seconds there before someone noticed and ran him off.


  By sixteen he had seen a few Playboy and Penthouse magazines that a classmate sometimes snuck out of his dad’s collection, but to Phil they were pale imitations of the ones in the alcove. Then one night at a party he saw and experienced the secrets of Sex in the flesh when a girl he was dating ask him to take more than just a look. And after that, the forbidden magazines lost much of their allure. But he still wanted to take one home, just to prove he could.


  A new driver’s license and his first car gave him mobility and courage. He put a bored expression on his face and tried to buy a magazine called Bitch Goddess. The cashier, a woman, took it away and scolded him as if he were still a kid. He left the store red-faced but also highly pissed, more determined than ever to somehow beat the system.


  He tried at other times when different people were behind the cash register, but without success. He even tried once using a fake ID that had successfully allowed him to purchase beer. Another time, he offered a man on the street outside the store five dollars to buy an eight-dollar Whip Mistress for him. The man said, “Make it ten.” He did. And the man walked away with all eighteen.


  He even considered attempting to steal one of the magazines. But the two-way mirror at the end of the alcove dissuaded him. He did not want one of the mags enough to risk being arrested for shoplifting.


  And Phil never did beat the system at the Commerce Street Newsstand. Not until he was legal did he leave there with a bondage magazine from the House of Milan in a sack under his arm. But he did beat the system at other places in other parts of town, foul-smelling, poorly-lighted sleaze parlors that the Dallas Police had later closed down.


  Phil had not cared what happened to the sleaze joints. He had, however, cared deeply the day the Commerce Street Newsstand was demolished to make way for an important new parking lot.


  The Temple with its hushed alcove where he had found his Goddess and, to his mind, left childhood behind, was no more. And he mourned it still. But he did not mourn the Goddess, because he saw Her everywhere.


  The Goddess Sex ruled the world, he knew, and probably always had.
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  RPM


  “Hi,” grinned the Leather Goddess. “I’m RPM. That stands for Raw Pain Max. But you can call me Raw. Or you can call me Pain. Or you can call me Max.” Raw cracked her black whip in the air and leaned close to her victim. “Or you can just fucking scream!”


  She wore calf-hugging, spike-heeled black boots and towered over a short and slender man bound between two chrome poles. His mane of long blond hair was rock’n’roll hair-band teased and tangled. He wore a tight pair of faded jeans. His torso and feet were bare.


  Heavy metal music by Sodom pounded from dual speakers. Strobe lights flashed in time with the thrashing, rapid-fire beat.


  Raw was bare breasted and bare assed because she was wearing a skimpy, laced-up-the-front, black leather fetish corset and nothing else. Except for the boots.


  Raw’s hair was dark and long, her lips full and painted blood-red, eyes large and dark brown, forehead domed, nose straight. The tanned flesh of her bare arms and legs rippled with iron-pumping muscles. Her breasts were tanned, too.


  Raw cracked her whip in the air again, closer to her victim’s chest.


  He winced and jerked on his chains.


  “Your wife hired me to teach you a lesson,” she told him. “But she only paid for one hour. My services don’t come cheap.”


  Raw moved behind the bound man. He craned his head around, looking apprehensively over his shoulder.


  “So, it’s time to get started,” Raw announced, “and we’re going to start with this!”


  Raw’s whip struck the man’s bare back, leaving a streak of red. He convulsed with pain and jerked desperately on his chains as Raw’s whip again struck his back, leaving another crimson smear.


  The orange ball-gag strapped into his mouth turned his cries of pain into bestial grunts.


  “Pig sounds from a pig,” Raw mocked. “Working late at the recording studio with your precious metal band, were you?” She struck again. “Too busy with groupies to remember your anniversary?”


  And again.


  “And after all your wife’s done for you.”


  Again.


  “Working to support you through the hard times.”


  Again.


  “Giving you a fine son.”


  Again.


  “Never once being unfaithful to you.”


  And yet again.


  Raw walked back around to face her victim, threw down the whip, and spat on the floor. “You’re such a disgusting, loathsome worm that I may throw in an extra hour, or two, for free.”


  She picked up a knife and laughed at the look on his face. “Your wife said she didn’t care what I did to you, or where. Want to see what fun we can have with this knife? Was that a yes? No? You’ll have to grunt more clearly, piggy boy.”


  She hooked her left hand in the waistband of his jeans to hold him steady, slowly brought the blade toward his groin, touched him with the point, and held it there while she grinned at him, savoring the terror in his eyes and his gagged sounds of panic.


  “For starters, I think I’ll carve your wife’s initials on your balls. Do you think that would help you remember your anniversary next year? You don’t? Well, like I said, it’ll just be for starters. Bet you hope I don’t slip and cut ’em off, right? Could happen, though. We’ll just have to wait and see.”


  She held the knife blade between her teeth, unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, then violently jerked them down.


  There was a moment of stunned silence, then Raw took the knife from between her teeth and stabbed his chest as she convulsed with laughter.


  “I should punish you for real, Monkey,” Trudy said, laughing at the joke shorts Phil was wearing.


  He made a gagged sound of encouragement and nodded that some serious punishment sounded like a good idea to him.


  She stabbed him with the retracting blade of the prop knife a second time.


  A burly, red-haired man wearing a faded Hawaiian shirt with a mustard stain on the front stepped into the light from behind a tripod-mounted CCD camcorder. “You think it’s funny to cost me money?”


  “That rhymes, Marv,” Trudy commented, then laughed again when she saw Phil roll his eyes.


  “Get those goddamned things off him.”


  “And the right ones on,” Trudy added. “You did bring the right ones, I hope, didn’t you, Phil?”


  “Forget it,” Marv told her. “I’m not going to waste time doing a reshoot. I’ll just edit out those fucking shorts and jump to a close-up of you poking his balls with the blade.”


  “Whatever.” Trudy reached down to unbuckle the padded leather straps around Phil’s ankles.


  “Don’t waste time!” Marv shouted. “Rip the goddamned things off!”


  “Phil paid good money for them,” Trudy replied as she went ahead and unbuckled the straps, “and I owe him for a good laugh.”


  Marv cursed at her disobedience.


  She stripped Phil of the shorts and jeans.


  “You took off his fucking jeans!” Marv yelled.


  “Phil likes it better completely naked,” Trudy replied. “Right, Phil?”


  He nodded.


  “And so do I.”


  “You just shot the continuity of my film to hell and back, Bitch,” Marv complained. “Who’s the fucking director here, anyway?”


  “Beats me.” Trudy winked at Phil.


  “I’d like to beat you,” Marv grumbled.


  “But you know better than to try.”


  “Holy shit, yes. You’d break bones I didn’t know I had.”


  “Without breaking a sweat.”


  “Just get back to poking him with the knife, okay?”


  “Ready to continue, you loathsome worm?” she asked.


  Phil nodded he was.


  “I was talking to Marv,” she said.


  “Fucking comedian,” Marv growled.


  Raw went back to work with the knife.
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  Guests


  “Want to grab a bite before going to the club?” Trudy asked as they crossed the parking lot toward his car and her motorcycle. Phil had a battered black Trans Am. She had a used Harley 1100 with extended forks and a black leather king-and-queen seat.


  Her RPM gear was in a “Sweats” gym bag hanging from one shoulder. She was now wearing a faded “World Gym” T-shirt whose ripped and torn tail hovered several inches above the top of a pair of tight black jeans, revealing her washboard abs. The tight legs of her jeans were tucked into scuffed black motorcycle boots. Her long dark hair hung free and straight past her shoulders, glinting with coppery highlights in the sunlight.


  The hot and muggy summer air was a marked contrast to the air-conditioned interior of Marv’s studio. Thunderheads were piling up in the west toward Fort Worth, promising storms, their tops glaring white in the late afternoon sunlight. A commuter jet making a final approach to Dallas Love Field screamed past low overhead.


  Phil was looking at the thunderheads as he walked beside Trudy, dwarfed by her height. He’d had a thing about thunderheads since childhood. “Fort Worth’s probably already getting it,” he commented. “The thunderheads,” he motioned when he saw Trudy didn’t understand. “We’re probably under a severe weather watch or something.”


  Trudy shrugged her disinterest. “Are you going to answer me or not?”


  “What?”


  “About getting a bite.”


  “I’ve got to run over to D/FW. My cousin from Kansas is coming in on a 6:00 flight from Wichita, remember?”


  “Oh, yeah. I forgot.”


  “It’s almost 5:30 now. I’ll probably be late. You could come with me, if you didn’t have to start waiting tables before our first show.”


  “I could do a lot of things if I didn’t have to wait tables,” she commented. “Bringing your cousin to the club tonight to see our act?”


  “I doubt that she’s up to it.”


  “How come?”


  “You have to ask?”


  “Did you also tell me how long she’s staying?”


  “I don’t know myself. Only a few days, I hope. She caught me off guard or I would never have agreed. I started wishing I’d said no the moment I hung up the phone. Haven’t seen her since we were kids.”


  “Bring her to the club. It can’t be any weirder than being from Kansas, can it?”


  “I remember visiting up there as a kid. Kansas has its good points.”


  “The borders?”


  “Why’re you anti-Kansas? Wizard of Oz warp you?”


  Trudy shrugged again. “Never been there. Just stuff I’ve heard. I’ll bet the club would do her good.”


  “I doubt it,” he replied, then grinned mischievously. “But maybe I’ll do it anyway. We’ll see.”


  Phil climbed into his Trans Am. Trudy mounted her Harley.


  The Trans Am looked like a wreck from the outside, but when Phil turned the key a healthy rumble came from its well-tuned engine. Phil gunned it a couple of times. He turned on his radio, loud. It was tuned, as always, to Z-ROCK’s Dallas frequency, a 24/7 FM Metal station fed by the Satellite Music Network. DJ Madd Maxx Hammer said, “If it’s too loud, you’re too old!” And unleashed Slayer’s cover of Iron Butterfly’s ‘In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.’ The music thundered above the sound of the Trans Am’s engine. There was a Z-ROCK Zombie window sticker on the car’s back window and a Z-ROCK sticker on the back bumper. The Z-ROCK sticker was not lonely. Phil liked bumper stickers.


  There was a “Don’t Mess with Texas,” a “Native Texan,” a “Beautify Texas: Put a Yankee on a Bus,” and a “Love NY? Take I-30 East.”


  Trudy’s favorite was the one that she had given him for his birthday. It said, “If You Don’t Like My Driving, Call 1-800-EAT-SHIT.”


  Trudy kicked the Harley to life as Phil burned rubber and peeled away.


  Marv’s rented studio was a vacant building near Harry Hines not far from the LBJ Freeway. Phil drove north on Harry Hines then headed west on LBJ, windows down because his air conditioner was broken and he liked the heat. Traffic was light, considering the time of day.


  Slayer finished thundering their tune, and an ad promised Phil he could get cool glow-in-the-dark Z-ROCK Mugs and other Z-ROCK Stuff, including free bumper stickers, at Underground Records and Tapes. Then Wild Bill took over from Madd Maxx and told Phil he was about to hear another Z-ROCK Blitz, including some mandatory Metallica, but starting with Mὅtley Crue’s “Girls, Girls, Girls.” Phil kept time to the music and an eye on the thunderheads as he drove toward them. He did drum riffs on the steering wheel and noticed the tops of the thunderheads were already flattening out, becoming high-altitude anvil clouds. He saw a distant lightning flash near a wall cloud formation at the thunderheads’ base and thought about planes fighting wind-shear from thunder squalls while trying to land at Dallas-/Fort Worth International. He guesstimated he would be driving back to Dallas in the rain and wished, as he had the last times he was caught in a storm, that he’d replaced his worthless windshield wipers.


  When the Crȕe finished with the girls, Lemmy and Motorhead began torturing the speakers with “Eat the Rich.”


  Phil rolled through pastureland containing shiny new high rise office buildings instead of cows as Motorhead finished and Boobie Bondage, Phil’s favorite Z-ROCK DJ, gave him that day’s edition of Z-Real Rock News. She had some hot news about Anthrax and Bathory and Leather Nun.


  The road eventually curved south and the DFW International Airport stretched out ahead. Phil checked the Ironman digital he’d bought to match Trudy’s. Almost six o’clock. If his cousin’s plane was on time, he was late.


  He took a time-punched ticket at the DFW entrance, drove on through and watched gate-turnoff signs until he saw the right one. He steered the Trans Am into a parking lot, found an empty space, turned off the engine, and looked at his Ironman again.


  He got out and headed into the terminal, not hurrying, not in the least anxious to see Donna again. He liked living alone. It was a terrible thing to admit, he supposed, but he sometimes didn’t even mind that his mom and dad were dead. He was an only child, used to doing things alone, and after he’d gotten over the initial shock of his parents dying in a freak accident, he’d settled into a comfortable life in what was now his comfortable home and with a bank account swollen by insurance money, not enough to keep him from having to work for a living, but a comforting cushion that let him worry less about money.


  His low-stress, no-ambition, part-time job clerking at a convenience store paid most of his monthly expenses, along with what he got for his sex-fantasy work with Trudy.


  He met Trudy when she came into the convenience store. He couldn’t believe his eyes and told her so. She had snubbed him and left. But she had come back a few days later, and other times after that.


  She eventually started laughing at his jokes and they became friends. They’d even slept together a couple of times. And he had once spent a gloriously long Sunday afternoon at her place in what she called her playroom, playing with her toys, taking turns letting her use them on him, and then he on her.


  He didn’t care that she was years older, more than a foot taller, had a police record, and more muscles in one arm than he had in his entire body.


  Phil walked into the terminal and started looking for his cousin, wondering if he would recognize her. Then he saw a young woman coming toward him and wondered if it were her. If so, she’d grown into an attractive young woman, about his five-six height, light brown hair worn in a fashionable style, and large eyes emphasized by makeup. A black and pink outfit hugged her trim body. Pink workout shoes were laced on her feet. A shoulder bag dangled from one hand. But something about the way her eyes looked made him wonder for a moment if she were feeling all right. Having her around would be bad enough without having her sick, too.


  He wondered how he looked to her. He hoped she’d think, like he hoped everyone thought, that with his slim build and long blond hair he might be a member of some Heavy Metal band. His clothing contributed to the effect: tight jeans, scuffed cowboy boots, a well-worn Def Leppard “Hysteria” T-shirt, a large silver skull ring, and a leather wristband on his right wrist.


  “Phil.” Her voice was strangely flat.


  “Donna? Sorry I was late. Worked later than I’d planned. Anyway, welcome to Dallas. You check any luggage?”


  “I’m not exactly alone.”


  “You’re what?”


  “Someone came with me.”


  Phil frowned, assuming she meant a boyfriend.


  “You’ll like her.”


  “Her? Oh. Well, it’s just that I’m used to living alone, and—” His voice trailed away.


  A woman with a long mane of strawberry-blond hair was approaching. Her hard, dark eyes were fixed on his. She was wearing a black, military-look zippered jumpsuit and high heeled boots. She was a couple of inches taller than him and looked like she’d just stepped out of a heavy metal music video. She excited him, and scared him a little, too, which only added to his excitement.


  The woman was still coming toward him, still looking at him, and he suddenly knew she was going to be Donna’s friend.


  “This is Elizabeth Smith,” Donna said a moment later, proving his guess correct. “Liz, this is Phil.”


  “Hello,” Liz said with a husky, bedroom voice. She extended her right hand and shook his. Her grip was strong and warm and firm. Her dark eyes dug deep into him. He felt slightly dizzy and had conflicting urges to either run away or unzip her jumpsuit.


  “Are you in a Heavy Metal band, Phil?” she asked, prolonging the contact of their hands.


  His chest reflexively swelled. “Not anymore,” he replied. He’d had that misleading
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