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Prologue
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Navajo reservation, thirty-four years earlier

Behind the blue Ouachita Mountains, the sunset bathed the reservation in cool shadows. Cross-legged on the ground of the sacred cave, the one with sienna drawings of coyotes and rattlesnakes on the walls, Maria faced the warm circle of rocks. The light of the flames caressed the copper skin of her bare breasts and her flowing black hair as she swayed to the rhythm of her monotone chant. Tonight, the young girl braved the spirits alone with only White Eagle’s talisman for protection. The arrowhead on a leather thong around her neck prevented evil intrusion from the Great Snake. Hopefully, the Great Spirit would grant her secret wish.

After sprinkling dry cedar twigs among the embers of the central fire, Maria poured water from a calabash onto the fiery rocks. Steam hissed and billowed, filling the cave. Mellowed by the peyote pipe, Maria surveyed the clouds that changed shape and color with the incantation. She expected a vision. 

There, yes, there... A gentle spirit had come. His blue radiance filled her with serene rapture, as she felt enveloped by the song of angels. When the vapors condensed, Maria welcomed the loving presence and closed her eyes, heavy with peaceful oblivion... Losing track of the ritual, she surrendered to the blue light, sinking deeper into nothingness, well being, love... Ever so gratefully...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Philadelphia, 1998

"Eh Blondie, two more pitchers!" a tall customer yelled over the music, slurring the words, while the three heavyweights at his table nodded approval.

At the bar, Michael Tanner nursed his bourbon, observing the room through the smoke. "You have to be bad just to have a good time," blared the country song in the background, though he could hardly hear the lyrics above the din. The young waitress in cut-off jeans and western boots smiled at him and he smiled back. Michael knew her by sight only. The girl was new, just a kid. In a few years, his own daughter would be old enough to wait tables. A frightening thought.

"Coming right up!" The girl loaded the tray and wove her way around the tables, straight and sassy, flaunting firm breasts through a white peasant blouse.

The big man watched her every move. Holding the tray high above her head, she pushed the ashtray aside, but he seized her wrist and pinned it to the table. "I bet you don't wear a bra under that flimsy shirt," he snarled.

The young girl blushed. "Let me do my work," she pleaded, struggling to free her hand while balancing the heavy tray on the other. 

Michael didn’t like the big Yankee who’d sneered at his southern drawl earlier. He couldn't let that cur bother an innocent girl, so he started toward the table.

"You can't fight me, Blondie!" The man leered. "Don't look for the bouncer, he went to take a leak. Why don't you show us your tits?" The Yankee grabbed her waist.

The girl dropped the tray with a cry. It crashed to the floor, glass and beer scattering the sawdust on the concrete. The man's paw on the girl’s breast closed and ripped her blouse. She screamed.

Michael pushed himself between the girl and the man. "You need a lesson in good manners!”

"No ignorant Southerner will teach me anything!" The Yankee aimed a fist at Michael's face.

Michael stepped aside, avoiding the impact. When three heavyweights joined the fight, the bouncer tried to intervene, only to find himself buried in chaos. A punch missed Michael's left ear. Applying a ju-jitsu move, he sent his opponent to the floor, into broken glass, sawdust, ashtrays, and cigarette butts. The bartender reached for the phone while the waitress, disheveled, rather nude and pale in her torn blouse and cutoffs, cowered against the bar, protecting her small breasts. 

Through the orange light, a booted foot flew to Michael's face. He caught it in mid air. A sharp twist to the right and his opponent's shoulder smashed a table, breaking it in two. A beer bottle sailed through thick haze and shattered on the heavy wall mirror, cracking it.

The kaleidoscope of jeans, cowboy hats, silver buckles, spurs, back kicks, sweat, and blood, made Michael’s adrenalin pump faster. He felt happy as a fish in cool water among the toppled tables and chairs, in the smell of whisky and stale cigar. Although past thirty, tonight he felt eighteen, as wild and passionate as ever. 

When Michael leapt onto the bar to get a better view, his long hair caught the breeze from the ceiling fan. A smoky reflection in the cracked mirror revealed his tall stature, chestnut hair, good shoulders, strong jaw, high cheekbones, and strikingly blue eyes... A hard body from packing lumber and driving nails all day. 

His balance, he’d acquired from walking on catwalks, scaffolding and ladders, and a few beers and bourbon on the rocks didn’t upset his timing by much. That son-of-a-bitch stepfather, who taught him martial arts as a kid, would be proud. 

There was the muscular Yankee. Michael jumped down and headed in that direction. Blocking a strike, he dodged a chair, kicked another out of the way then leapt over a table. The man had cleaned up one side of the room and stood, waiting. 

Michael felt the Indian half of his blood stir. He feinted to the right then threw a left punch to the chin.  The target moved just in time to avoid the blow and sneered back. Mad as hell, Michael nevertheless controlled his anger. He turned as if to walk away. Another feint. In a blur, he kicked high and hard, left heel connecting with the man's face. A jawbone cracked. The Yankee tumbled down and slid all the way back through the open front door. 

The lights went out. A cold draft chilled the place as an eerie silence fell. Michael stopped moving and listened. Darkness hovered like a disquieting presence. A shadow reflected in the mirror, and his heart stopped for a second. When he looked around, dim light returned and the bar came back to life. Michael tasted blood. It was dribbling from his brow, although he felt no pain and did not remember being hit. Front row, an oblivious drunk stared through the smoke screen in a daze.

A siren sounded in the distance. Michael had to get out before the police arrived. He could ill-afford getting caught, even in a simple brawl. Too many similar incidents already tainted his record. Who’d take care of his family if he went to jail? He headed for the restrooms, discreetly exiting through the back door. He needed a drink.

Ignoring the nip in the air, Michael ran up the dark alley and headed for the white Ford van with ladders and lumber on top. Sirens blaring, a flashing red and blue motorcycle entered the passageway.

"Damn cop!" At the brink of panic, Michael heard a loud whisper. 

"To your left!"

To the left, he glimpsed a narrow opening between two buildings. Michael dove into it and flattened himself against the wall, hardly daring to breathe. Sweat chilled his hands. The police motorcycle drove by without slowing down. Michael let out a sigh of relief.

A strange music startled him. He turned to meet blinding blue light... Blinking, Michael protecting his eyes with one hand while his vision adjusted. In the blue halo, he faintly distinguished a frail silhouette. His jaw fell open.

"What the hell?" Michael scratched his head. The blue being was gone, but a voice echoed in Michael's mind:  "Do not thank me, Son."  No one stood there. He stared at an empty spot. 

It took Michael a few seconds to realize, or rather to doubt what he’d just seen. Or had it happened at all? Although sober now, he felt hesitant to take the wheel. 

Maybe he should see a shrink. What if Dave was right and all these years of carousing finally caught up with him? But hell, if you let go of booze and women, what would be left in life? 

Wearily, listening for any sign of pursuit, Michael reached the white van. The Ford Econoline fit his needs. He'd just had the wrinkles ironed out of it and the new white paint made it look clean. He stepped inside through the sliding door.

Rummaging in the tool chest, Michael caressed the steel barrel of a sawed-off shotgun and picked up an empty can of Pepsi. He crushed the flimsy aluminum with one hand and threw it in the recycle cardboard box in the back. Since Veronica still worked the graveyard shift, he felt in no hurry to get back to a lonely bed.

When Michael turned on the ignition, the radio blasted loud country rock. He winced, lowered the volume and turned the dial until he heard Bruce Springsteen. On the drive home, the empty streets of Northeast Philly glided past the windows. Letting a patrol car slide by quietly, Michael slowed down to resume speed on Roosevelt Boulevard. All the lights switched to green on the main artery. 

"Michael, stop!" a voice blared in his mind. 

Startled, he jammed the brakes and smoked the screeching tires.  A front tire blew up. Fighting for control, Michael brought the van to a stop.

Out of the darkness, a black Mercedes crossed the intersection in front of him, against the light, without even slowing down. The ruthless vehicle with dark windows, all lights off, vanished silently into the night.

"Holy shit!" That was close... Michael hadn’t seen it coming.  What madness was this? Why did he slam on the brakes? Thank God he did. His heart thumped, and sweat streamed down his back as he looked around, shaking. Michael stepped out of the van to check the damage. "Damn!" The flat was beyond repair.

Frustrated, Michael threw the keys on the ground and ran sweaty fingers through his hair. Of course, he had no spare. Since the nail in the Lumberyard yesterday, there had been no time to get it fixed. Dejected, Michael sat on the curb, feeling the chill from the concrete crawling through his jeans.

A cold mist started to fall, forming halos around the yellow mercury lights. Michael shoved his hand in the pockets of the sheepskin vest. In the haze, he caught a glimpse of a blue light, a frail silhouette. He rose and called out. "Eh! You! Yes, you!" 

The blue opalescence was floating away and Michael had to break into a run, trying to catch up with it. The fog thickened. Michael stopped and, except for the pastel glow of the nearest streetlight, he could not see a thing. As silence enveloped him, he wondered whether to pursue the elusive light or return to the van, although he wasn't sure in what direction that might be anymore. The gray blanket had become quite opaque. 

Blue brightness caught Michael's eye deep in the cloudy veil. Was it coming back? Yes, that was the light, with someone inside... Not quite human in shape, bluish, with a big head and huge dark eyes. A luminous aura surrounded him while celestial music permeated the air.

Michael felt cold. A sense of dread seized him when he realized the precariousness of the situation. If this were not a hallucination, he could be in danger. Assuming a defensive stance, Michael let his childhood ju-jitsu training take over. The being looked small and moved gracefully. Michael felt he could take him if necessary.

Through the fog, the blue man advanced at a slow, even pace. The sheer intensity in the big dark eyes made Michael forget to breathe. He gasped then steeled himself for the impending assault. A surge of adrenalin coursed along his spine, prickling the base of his skull. Was this an alien? He’d heard stories but never believed them. Would he be abducted?

The being raised one arm. When a strange vibration like the sound of many distressed cries assaulted his eardrums, Michael panicked and launched himself onto his attacker but hit an invisible wall and fell down. Scared as hell, wondering what struck him, Michael picked himself up and tried again. This time, however, he felt as powerless as if restrained by a straitjacket. 

Paralyzed, Michael couldn't move a muscle or even speak. Sweat rolled down his forehead. He felt like a sitting duck. A metallic taste lingered in his mouth. Reacting to the determination in the alien's bearing, Michael stared back, hid his fear, and waited for some kind of explanation. He refused to give in to intimidation.

When the disturbing sound amplified, Michael clenched his jaw, eyes closed against the sensory aggression. Images surged unbidden on the screen of his mind. In the blink of an eye, he relived a fight on the reservation when he had enjoyed using his superior training against some Indian brothers. They called him the white man because of his looks. Few of them knew he had Navajo blood.

Michael saw the loathsome stepfather of his abused childhood, felt the hurt from the beatings, the anger, the frustration, the desire to kill the tyrant. How he loved and hated his pretty Indian mother, Maria, a slut who let it all happen. Falling to his knees, unable to control the tidal wave of repressed memories, Michael felt warm tears stream down his face.

The blue one had not moved. Standing in the powerful light, he just stared, expressionless, like a machine performing a duty. Michael felt the vibration change. Immediately the pain subsided, replaced by a feeling of well being, love, and compassion. 

Pure soprano voices sang in a chorus. Michael saw himself very young, his mother demonstrating how to throw knives and hatchets. His daughter, as a toddler, innocent and trusting, laughed happily in his arms. His young brother, smiled with understanding. Veronica looked upon him with love in her eyes, no obstacle breaking the harmony.

The visions stopped abruptly. Michael felt emotionally and physically drained while the voice in his mind spoke again.  The thin blue lips did not make any words, but the message came loud and clear:

"In a short time, you have become a man, my son, albeit an imperfect one. Should you want to claim your birthright, I would gladly welcome you among us. I hold the answers to all your questions. I can help you. I also need your help to influence your people. Should you choose to join us, however, you will have to change."

The short silence that followed felt like an eternity. The strange being observed Michael still bent with exhaustion, then went on.

"Already your brain channels are opening to allow access to your paranormal abilities. Soon, you may have total recall, see the past, the present and alternate futures. You may heal diseases, perform miracles, speak foreign languages. You will read other's minds, anticipate their moves, influence objects and people by thought to a great degree. 

There is danger in what I offer, but if you do not accept your destiny, billions may die in the struggle that will surely come. With my help, you can fulfill the prophecy and change the course of events. There is little time left and much to do to prepare. You can reach me anytime you choose. I will await your answer."

The communication ended abruptly. When the light disappeared, the blue being vanished and the fog dissipated. By the time Michael realized he had survived the ordeal, he could see Roosevelt Avenue. The white van waited only a few yards away. The air had cleared, crisp again, without any trace of mist.
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Chapter Two
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As he stepped into the vehicle, Michael swore never to touch a drink again. He had a hard time separating illusion from real life. His brain did not function right anymore and the hallucinations and nightmares were becoming worse. Something else puzzled him... The blue stranger had worn no clothes at all!

Shaking his head, Michael tried to make sense of the incident but couldn’t. He picked up the keys and looked around. Nothing moved. No one stood anywhere near or far. Curiously, the damaged tire looked inflated, intact, and firm against the pressure of his boot, so he climbed in and turned on the ignition. His overactive imagination had probably made it all up.

During the drive home, he tried to erase the incident from his mind. It hadn’t happened. It couldn’t have. The blue light, however, felt somehow familiar. It brought back unsettling memories.

Fifteen years ago, his newborn son and teenage wife had died during birthing. He’d been mad, blaming the Almighty. It wasn’t fair. They were innocent. He remembered lying in bed, wide-awake with anger, when a blue light blinded him, and he levitated. While he lay, paralyzed in mid air, a voice had boomed. “No, Michael. It is not my doing.”

Had the voice come from inside or outside Michael’s mind? Had he been scared? No. Thinking back, he’d been irate, helpless, manipulated by forces he could not explain. He’d felt uncomfortable. Most of all, he disliked not being in control.

Michael parked the van in the back of the row-house, stepped out, and opened the door silently, careful not to wake up Jennifer. The child always seemed aware of his slightest move as if she read his mind. He pushed open her bedroom door on the second floor and walked to the bed. Jennifer slept snugly with Shadow, the huge black and white cat. The feline raised its head at Michael's familiar step. 

"Sleep tight, angel." Michael kissed his finger, touched his daughter’s forehead, then left the room.

How many times did he tell her not to sleep with the damn cat? But the truth be told, he understood her need for comfort. 

The quiet house smelled of freshly baked apple bread, a new recipe Veronica favored these days. It was her place. He counted on her to help raise Jennifer, soon to become a beautiful teenager. Michael did not keep his hopes too high, however. Women had come and gone in his life, and Veronica, although he loved her deeply, may be no exception. He could see signs of fatigue in the fabric of their relationship and wondered if his life would ever change. 

* * *
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, back from finishing a remodeling job, Michael dropped the blue beer cooler on the beige carpet. With a grimace, he removed the dirty band from his soaked forehead, then shook his long hair streaked by the sun with light golden tones. “Honey, I’m home!" 

Veronica, tall, lithe, auburn hair neatly pulled in a bun, came down the stairs, flashing a hurried smile. 

"Oh, hi, honey. I was just leaving." She gave him a quick kiss and checked the pink uniform in the full-length mirror by the front door. "There's food in the Fridge. Are you hungry?" 

"Hardly... I'm thirsty, though."

"I better hurry." As she gave him another peck on the lips, Michael tried to seize her waist, but she retreated. Green eyes sparkling, she said, "That'll have to wait. Work first, then play. Okay?" She blew a kiss and turned to leave but she faced him again, serious this time. "You look strange tonight. Anything wrong?" 

"No, I'm fine. A little tired, that's all... Run off or you'll be late."

Veronica only smiled.

Forcing a grin, Michael scratched his head. His timing always stank. He watched the door close then sunk heavily onto the blue velvet sofa. Big hands explored the cushions. "Where's the damned thing? Jennifer! What did you do with the remote?" He found it and winced. It stuck to his fingers.

"Hi, Dad, I thought I heard you." Jennifer came down the stairs bare-footed in a white T-shirt and purple shorts showing lanky legs. Her big green eyes lit up in a candid smile.

"You watched TV again instead of doing your homework! You can't fool me, kid." Michael tried to look stern but couldn’t. Hell, how often did he do what he was supposed to? “Tell you what, I'll forgive you if you get me a cold beer..." As she stared but didn’t move, he added, “What are you waiting for?”

Jennifer scurried to the kitchen while Michael turned on the news. When the refrigerator door opened with a thud, she called from the kitchen. "Can I have the last piece of cake? There's just a little bit left."

"Uh? Oh hell, why not. Go for it, kid." If he could have his beer despite the harm it did to his brain, she could have chocolate cake.

Jennifer returned from the kitchen, a plate in one hand and a can of Coors Lite in the other. 

Michael took the beer and popped the tab. He’d sworn never to drink again, so he’d only have one. “How was school today?"

"Boring." Jennifer licked her fingers.

"Oh, I wish I had a boring day at school." He looked at her plate. “Holy Moses! Are you going to eat all that? I thought you said a small piece?"

"I can eat it all." No doubt she could when it came to chocolate.

He gulped half the beer. "Give me a bite."

"I thought you didn't like chocolate!"

"Goes well with beer." He took a forkful. "Umm! Good stuff... Can I have another little piece before you finish it off?" He smiled mischievously before taking a huge bite.

"Dad!" She looked offended. "That's a big piece!" But she laughed. He liked that about Jennifer. She held no grudges.

He chewed with exaggerated gusto. "What can I say, I have a big mouth. And since you're up, go get me another beer." He turned his attention to the television screen and switched the channel. One more beer couldn’t hurt.

Jennifer came back and handed him the beer. "Can I sit in your lap, Dad?"

"You're getting a little heavy for that, kid, but how can I resist those beautiful eyes?" He treated her like a woman, always had. It made her feel important. That way she didn’t resent his girlfriends as much. There had been so many before Veronica, since his teenage wife and son died. Jennifer’s mother had been one of them...

Jennifer jumped on his lap and spilled the beer.

"Goddamn, girl! You have been doing that since you were four!" He brushed the wet couch. Was she doing it on purpose? She knew he always kept his beer on the right side. Even as a toddler, she would come straight at him and spill it. “Go get me another one."

Jennifer hurried to the kitchen and came back handing him another can with an unsteady hand. "I'm sorry Dad. I didn't do it on purpose, I swear."

"Yeah, yeah, I know. Come give me a hug." He kissed her on the forehead. “You know, if you become as pretty as your mom, with these big green eyes, I'm going to have to lock you up, or make you wear braces or something, before you turn thirteen."

" Was she pretty, my mom? Why don't we have any pictures of her?"

"Good question. I think Krystal burned them." 

"I never liked Krystal, and she sure didn't like me."

"You never liked any of the women I brought home."

"Veronica's okay... Do you think Penny is in heaven?"

Michael braced himself. Why did kids always have to bring up painful memories? Little Penny...Krystal’s daughter, not his but close enough. He couldn’t stand children’s suffering. "I'm sure she is up there, Jen. Why do you ask?"

"Kids at school... They say heaven doesn't exist." There was a short silence. "Penny would be eleven now...  Why did she call you dad? You were not her dad."

Michael smiled sadly. "No, but I was there for her, so I was kind of her dad since he wasn't around. I always wondered, were you jealous of Penny?"

"A little bit, I guess." She closed her eyes, as if with guilt. “She always got everything she wanted."

"That's true... But since she had cystic fibrosis, we knew she was going to die, so we tried to make her happy."

"I know... She really loved you. Just before she died, you were the only one she wanted to see... Why?"

"She knew I loved her too. She wanted me to die with her so she would not be alone up there."

"Is that why you tried to kill yourself, Dad?"

"I don't know, love... I really don't know." Why did kids ask the darnest questions? “But I know that if I'm here today, it's because of you. You're what's keeping me alive, like a guardian angel."

Shadow the cat appeared in the hallway and jumped in his lap. Michael petted the big furry head.

"Are you going out tonight, Dad?"

Michael recognized the emotional blackmail. "I don't know. Maybe. Anyway, it's your bedtime." 

"Dad?"

"What is it?"

"My mother... You told me I looked like her... I know she was doing drugs and stuff, but you told me that when I was old enough to understand, I could see her. I think I'm old enough now. I would really like to see her."

Michael wasn’t ready for the anger that swirled in his chest. He thought he’d dealt with it long ago, but he still resented the runaway junkie. "Damn! Girl, you never make it easy for your old dad, do you? I don't even know if she wants to see you..." Hell, he didn’t know if she was still alive.

Jennifer frowned as if the thought of rejection had never occurred to her.

Michael forced a reassuring smile. “But you’re right. Even though I still want you to be my little girl, you're probably responsible enough now." Jennifer was growing fast. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll make a deal. I'll call Dave and find out where she lives and how she's doing, if that’s so important to you." 

Jennifer broke into a radiant smile. "Oh, Dad... I thought you'd never let me see her. I always wonder about her.  Thank you, Dad. I love you." She threw herself in his arms, scaring the cat away.

“Wait a minute... I make no promises...but if she’s clean, I let you see her.”

“That’s all I ask, Dad." There were tears in her eyes when Jennifer turned and started up the stairs.

"Sweet dreams, honey. I love you," he called to her retreating back.

"I never dream."

"Sure you do, you just don't remember."

"I love you too, Dad." Jennifer disappeared up the stairs.

Now she wanted to see her mother, as if his life wasn't complicated enough! How long could he keep his family together without losing his mind? Deciding he had better stop drinking for the night, Michael went straight to bed and promptly fell asleep.
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Chapter Three
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The crimson glow of the dying star bloodied the devastated landscape of the red planet. Underground, in the circular sanctum at the heart of the secret city, green flames crackled on the sacred stone in the center of the checkered floor, while the smoke released a bittersweet scent.

In a quiet shuffle, hooded silhouettes in long silver capes filed in orderly ranks along the smooth white wall to their appointed places in the temple. In unison they struck an eerie tune, high-pitched and punctuated by hisses, rattles, shushes, and clucks. 

As the vibration of the shrill notes intensified, hollow claps paced the harmony of the chorus with dry consonance. In alien words, the chant spoke of Krastinios, son of Lufriec, who would soon fulfill the prophecy and open a new world for his people. An electronic gong reverberated, changing the tone of the unfamiliar music.

Meanwhile, in a thick rain forest of Central America, concealed by the vines invading every crack of the venerable stones, the ruins of a long-lost Mayan city stood among the songs of multicolored birds. There, lurked a threatening presence. 

Oblivious to the tropical stench of rotting vegetation, scaly patches of brown and black slithered up the collapsed steps of the truncated pyramid. The huge anaconda flicked its purple tongue and climbed with purpose, answering the call of the strange symphony. When it reached the sacrificial stone stained with ancient blood, the snake coiled up at its center, basking in a pool of sunlight. Content, the reptile then veiled its eyes. 

When the vibration escalated in intensity, the birds stopped singing. A chilly wind rose, blowing the vegetation away from the gigantic Mayan sculptures. Stone statues of plumed serpent-gods decorated the corners of the temple. 

While the alien chant gathered power, the anaconda smiled in its sleep. Black strands of hair unfolded, smoothed, lengthened and straightened at the head of the sleeping snake. As if obeying the same tide, the green forest cover receded further, revealing more and more of the Mayan architecture. 

The creature on the top platform uncoiled and thickened, changing shape. Extremities grew where there were none before. More swelling and bulging of skin and muscles occurred. Slowly, a roundish head formed under the length of jet hair. Protrusions and depressions appeared under the skin, sculpting brows, eye sockets, nose, lips, chin. Bones strengthened and lengthened. Hands and fingers grew out of human limbs. The scaly skin smoothed and warmed, taking on a healthy, tan glow.

For a moment, a beautiful male body lay there, naked and clean. All the vegetation vacated the stone structure, and the man now lay peacefully in the morning sun while the chant praised the birth of Krastinios. As the man turned in his sleep, for an instant the reptile lingered, but it was only an image, a life-like tattoo occupying the whole back and muscular shoulders of the stranger. The snake seemed to breathe under the fluid skin. 

The naked man seemed to revel in the alien chant, as if it gave him pleasure. When he sat up, luminous brown eyes opened to the morning light and graceful hands felt the tight skin of his face. As the man looked down, a black garb of supple leather dressed his body.

Krastinios tied the long shiny hair neatly into a ponytail, sprang up, looked at his hands with wonder, flexed long fingers, stretched lithe muscles, and smiled with satisfaction. He then started the descent of the pyramid's ninety-one steps with the easy grace of a jaguar, a voluptuous bounce in his stride. 

The alien chant stopped abruptly.

On the red planet, the ritual ended. In perfect order, the sect members shuffled out of the temple. The green flame in the center took the shape of a small reptile, which slithered silently away on the smooth checkered floor. The last silver-clad silhouette turned for a final look, pushing back the hood from his head. Huge, menacing eyes peered out of the alien face of a scaly reptile, straight into Michael's soul.

* * *
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MICHAEL SCREAMED. THE draft from the open window cooled his sweat. 

"Wake-up, honey, it's only a nightmare." Veronica's gentle fingers stroked his hair. 

He jumped. "What? Oh boy! You scared me. Something terrible is happening."

"You were having a dream. It's over now. You're all right," she said as if trying to calm a child.

"No, it wasn't a dream. It was real. I was there..." Michael shuddered at the memory. “I could smell the stench, feel the breeze, the unnatural cold. I was there, and that monster marked me. I can feel it. Something evil was born before my eyes, and it's after me."

"Tell me about it.”

"I'm not good at talking."

"You're better than you think, if you'd only try."

"But this is insane... I must be going crazy. It doesn't make any sense. How could you understand?"

"You underestimate the capacity of love, Michael. I bet I can understand anything. Try me, really... Try me once, please." Veronica flashed him the expectant eyes he never could resist.

In the faint light of daybreak, Michael propped himself up on a pillow and painfully proceeded to tell Veronica about the hallucinations and dreams of the past few days. While she listened quietly, he recounted everything as he remembered it, describing every detail, including the proposition of helping the blue being. When he was finished, a pale sun shone through the open window.

"Do you think I'm crazy?" Michael concluded.

After a long silence, Veronica's analytical mind took over. "Either you're hallucinating, and that's scary enough, but there probably is some available therapy... Or else, this is really happening. What a frightening thought! I know you wouldn't lie about something like that. But imagine for a moment that this is for real... What will you do? That blue being wants you to help..."

"No way... What could I possibly do?"

"You are very resourceful." She sat up straight.

With the morning light playing in her hair, Veronica mentioned their plans to escape an eventual disaster, the survival packs in the garage, the motorcycle ride across the country to the log cabin in Oregon, how they would find water, grow food, watch out for each other.

"I wish it was that simple." Michael scratched his head. "But this would take someone who can deal with the political crap, someone with connections in high places, someone with a good reputation, a clean police record. Not me!"

"What about the powers they told you about? Wouldn't they make almost anything possible?"

"Look what it did for Christ... His miracles took him straight to the cross. Thanks, but no thanks. Besides, I would have to shape up, change my ways. You know how hard I tried... I never could."

"Maybe all you need is a cause. You always dreamed of becoming a hero. This could be your chance."

"I couldn't do it even if I wanted to, not alone, and I'd never ask for help. Me, make a contribution to the world? What a joke! I don't even like most of the people in it. Besides, since it's confession time, I'm scared." Michael paused for a second and looked at his girlfriend for reassurance. 

Veronica touched his shoulder. "I've never seen you scared before, but I'm here, and I love you."

"I know..." Michael couldn’t shake the dream. “I don't like that pretty boy born of a snake, not a bit. Krastinios... The name sounds familiar. And the snake-monster with the silver cape... Lufriec, that's it, his name was Lufriec! If that creature exists, I'd rather not face him. He gives me the creeps. I'll never forget those eyes, that scaly face and forked tongue as long as I live." Michael felt better now that he’d admitted to his fear.

Veronica stroked his hair gently. "Gee... He must be something. Still, if my life depended on it, I would rather have you in charge than a stranger." As Michael fell silent, she went on. "Now, I understand why you want Jennifer to meet her mother so soon. You believe that if the world comes to an end, she may not get another chance. I love your generosity under all that gutsy pride." She smiled warmly. 

Michael reached for Veronica and drew her close. They always slept in the nude. As he felt her warm skin under the sheet, she smiled, green eyes glittering in the ray of sunshine sweeping the bed. Whether or not she believed his story did not matter right now. She trusted him and Michael felt stronger for it.

His desire hardened when Veronica caressed his hair, locking his head in a long, soft kiss. Michael's hands traveled along the smooth back, firm buttocks, and long, shapely thighs. The perfume released by the heat made his pulse race. The strength of his grip extracted a soft moan then one calloused hand probed the secret moist place between her thighs, the other fondling hard nipples.

"Oh yes..." she whispered urgently, "Now... Please..."

"Please what? You've got to tell me or you get nothing," Michael teased. 

Veronica reached for his aching member and firmly pulled it to herself, wrapping her legs around his waist. Michael groaned feeling the hot silky moisture surround his hard extremity, delighting in the musky scent.

"You're cheating," he protested, all the while driving hard into her.

"Whoever told you that life was fair?" Veronica retorted. But she stopped talking, her small cries turning into groans that could be heard half a block away.

Michael enjoyed feeling her pleasure. He held out as long as he could but finally succumbed to bliss. In a mighty roar, he collapsed on her bosom, sweaty and exhausted, smiling contentedly. 

Veronica laughed in a broken voice. "I hope the neighbors have their windows closed." 

"If not, I hope they enjoyed it." Michael laughed.

"I like it when we talk openly." Veronica sounded serious. “So often I feel that you're pushing me away... It hurts. I wish we could always feel as we do now, without hurting each other." 

"Yeah, I know what you mean... I feel good, too. Maybe we should trust each other a little more." Michael tried to make it sound like a joke, but he meant every word. “Maybe I could change a little, surprise you, make you proud of me." 

"I would like that." Veronica's clear smile warmed up the whole room.

"I promise to give it my best shot." He kissed her forehead, hoping he didn't lie.

"I love you, Michael Tanner," she whispered softly.

"I don't know what I would do without you."  He embraced her, answering her pleading green eyes. “Let me make love to you again, without rushing it this time...”

* * *
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THAT AFTERNOON, DRIVING home on Verree Road, Michael felt sick. The dark stranger from his nightmare had haunted him all day, a malevolent smile on his face. Now, something felt very wrong. 

As he neared Red Lion Road, the traffic slowed to a crawl. Police cars and ambulances rushed to the intersection. From a distance, it looked like an awful mess. Michael stopped the van by the curb and, since there was no way through, stepped out and walked to the scene of the accident. 

Several cars had careened off the road, but it appeared that the main collision involved a red Miata and a black Mercedes with tinted windows. Michael winced at the small convertible. Veronica drove one just like it. But it couldn't be... Veronica never had an accident. She was so careful. 

Michael edged closer, heart pounding. It almost looked like her car. The black Mercedes also stirred up a vague uneasiness. His heart skipped when he recognized the little blue Smurfs dangling from the rear-view mirror of the Miata through the gaping windshield. There was fresh blood on the empty seat. The black Mercedes looked intact. God, he hoped Veronica was all right!

Controlling his aversion for the police, Michael approached a blue uniform, "Officer! The woman in the red car... Is she okay? Where is she?"

"Are you a relative?"

"Sort of... She's my girlfriend. How is she?" Why didn’t the officer tell him? It couldn’t be that bad... He couldn’t stand it if she died. The thought brought a wave of nausea.

"Come this way." The policeman led him off to the side. "They took her to Albert Einstein Medical Center...unconscious. Alive, but it didn't look good... She took the full impact... Go to the hospital, I won't bother you now. Just stop by the precinct later, we may need some information."

"What happened?" A creepy feeling told Michael this was not an ordinary accident.

"The black vehicle crossed against the light full speed...  No one saw the driver... No license plates, no fingerprints... Quite unusual... Strange accident."

Now, Michael recognized the Mercedes. This couldn’t be happening! He couldn’t lose the woman he loved. “I've got to go."

“I understand. Good luck." The officer nodded a dismissal.

As he started back to the van, Michael saw a familiar figure in the crowd, dressed in black leather, smiling. Immediately, his body stiffened. The long black hair, the handsome face, it was Krastinios, the man born of a snake. 

“You, mother-fucker!" Pressure tightened Michael's brain in a vice. He flinched, brought a hand to his eyes. 

A voice blared in his head. "I warn you, Earthling. Do not contact the Blue Angel, or I will kill you, too." The man of his nightmare smiled, looking him straight in the eyes, then simply vanished.

Kill? Surely, Veronica wasn’t dead. "What are you? Did you do this?" But Michael talked to empty air. "I'll get you for this!" he muttered in a dangerous whisper. Retrieving the van, he turned the vehicle around and sped to the emergency room, cursing the traffic. 

Too late... Veronica was no more, said the physician in blue scrubs. She had died of massive hemorrhage, the surgeon explained, as if the technical details made any difference. 

Like an automaton, Michael identified the mutilated body lying, abandoned, under the white sheet of a gurney in the cold emergency unit. So, this was all that remained of the beautiful woman he loved. Where had the laughter and the happiness gone? Michael felt cheated. The medical staff left the room to give him privacy. He drew the sheet over her bloody face and held her inert hand as if to comfort her. “We were good together... Don’t worry, honey, you’ll be all right. Just wait for me up there, will you? I’ll be gentle telling Jennifer." He closed his eyes, remembering her smiling face this very morning, with clear eyes dancing with life.

Inside him, a deep void, a numb, empty hole... Never again would he hear the comforting voice, feel the satiny skin... Never again would she run fingers through his hair... Never again... Michael wanted to howl like a wounded beast. So many innocent people had died around him, his first-born son, his teenage wife, Krystal's little girl, now Veronica. Why was life so unfair? 

What about Jennifer? She remained his only anchor in life. Would she have to die, too?

Michael wondered if he would survive the unbearable pain. He could not fathom the loss. Veronica... All the love he'd felt for her and never expressed. Michael realized now how much she had meant to him. If only he could tell her now... At least apologize for being such a jerk sometimes.  She would probably forgive... He would do anything to make things right again, to tell her one more time that he loved her.

Michael wiped a tear and collected himself. He squeezed Veronica’s hand, knowing she wouldn’t approve, but he had to do this. “I promise you, honey, on Jennifer’s life and mine, that I will exact justice. I will kill the bastard who did this to you. Over your cold body, I swear it. Never let me forget it.”
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Chapter Four
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"Hi Dave, it's me." Michael hoped that calling his younger brother would help. They had shared rough times over the years.

"Mike? Something wrong?" Concern colored Dave's thick voice.

"That obvious?" Michael felt his voice tremble.

"Well, it's three in the morning and you sound awful."

"It's Veronica, a car accident. She died at the hospital." Michael's grip strengthened on the glass, threatening to break it.
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