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That other reality had returned again. And although it had once again invaded the realm of sleep, this was more than a mere dream.

Vivid, assaulting all the senses, this was an impossible reality existing apart from what might be considered real space and time. As always, it first consisted of a field of gray vapors, spreading without limit in myriad directions, swirling and twisting rhythmically. Then, as always, from somewhere distant echoed those deafening crashes of thunder.

Like before, peering through those mists nearer until its features seemed to take on giant size, floated that same stone image. Its carved stone-gray face remained frozen in that familiar inscrutable, enigmatic stare. And its’ dark, jeweled eyes beckoned hauntingly.

Sometimes the vapors parted, granting fleeting glimpses into an ancient and unspoiled world. Colorless images, always wondrous yet sometimes frightening, flashed into view:

Appearing were those same panoramas of an unpolluted world, with sun-glistening streams and weird, unidentifiable vegetation. White clouds tossed regally to meet the rising smoke of distant volcanoes. Angular mountain peaks, the highest of them capped with snow, jutted skyward. Sun-baked hills and ridges formed the high parameters of that vast and familiar valley.

And that Valley, a place somehow imparting a feeling of “home.”

Images formed, perceived through the twisting smoke, of the valley’s inhabitants.

As seen so many times before, an enormous lizard lunged forward, scales gleaming like silver in the sunlight, its great tongue snaking against the rocks over which the monster crawled.

There was that other reptilian creature, not a lizard this time, but a creature walking on upright legs. Its neck and back were surmounted by bony plates. The raised tail was fortified with sharp spikes. The tiny beaked head browsed on vegetation.

Another beast, much bigger than the plated creature, with a diminutive head at the end of a serpentine neck, was also feeding.

Dinosaurs!

Living, breathing, eating dinosaurs—!

Others images, hardly frightening, were strange as they were pleasing. Human forms, each most definitely female, appeared through the mists. They exhibited different ethnic origins, although seemed to be united in their primitive yet oddly “modern” beauty.

Cavegirls!

They moved gracefully through the mists, each one a Princess of Nature, their features personifying utter perfection. The glories of their tanned bodies were barely concealed by the scanty cuts of animal hide they wore. And sometimes their naked breasts gently bounced gently as the young women cavorted, spears held the ready, through their unspoiled world.

Paramount among them, as seen so many times before, was that goddess, her long hair like spun gold. She almost glided through the mists, a feather-adorned spear clutched in one hand, that coiled bluish shell worn on a thong around her trim waist. And her warm, beguiling smile, as if penetrating the veil of time itself, seemed, as always, to be calling silently . . . beckoning . . . alluring . . .

Then appeared that most terrible image of all. It interrupted the other, more pleasing glimpses into this incredible and impossible world. The monster of monsters stalked boldly across the landscape on its birdlike, taloned feet. Its’ clawing, three fingered hands seemed eager to rend flesh and spill blood. Indeed, the big head was designed for tearing and devouring, its salivating mouth fortified with dagger teeth capable of ripping through even the toughest of reptilian hides. The small yet prominent horns above its eyes imparted an almost demonic quality to the creature. And completing the awful image was that familiar jagged marking—like some bolt of lightning angrily zapped down from the heavens—that interrupted the gemlike mosaic of scales covering the monster’s face.

Then, as had happened so many times before, the creature roared!

Though familiar, the sound was always frightening, like the extended cry of some monstrous hawk blended over the guttural snarl of a monstrous crocodile. It was an almost ear-shattering sound that had already begun to penetrate the strange reality of this ancient world, and bridge over into that of another—more logical—time and place . . . .

***
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“No . . . I . . . maka-keega . . . no . . .”

Tony Markham was mumbling to himself in tones almost as guttural as those of his dream dinosaur as he gradually awakened. Once again he was back in his own century, secure in the cozy bedroom of his expensive Sherman Oaks ranch house, which was safely nestled away on a hilltop in the San Fernando Valley.

Stirring under the sheets, Tony could still hear that terrible roaring in his mind. The sound, though fading out fast, was almost as disturbing now as it was the first time it invaded his sleep those many months ago. And, as so often before, that roar was quickly replaced by the more welcomed sounds of birds outside the bedroom window performing their regular morning concert.

The actor wasn’t certain what was more responsible for his waking up, the noises made by his dream monster, or the turning and twisting of the naked young woman lying a few feet behind him.

For a moment Tony had to remember just who this was sharing his bed. She was, after all, merely one of a succession that had taken up residence in his home during the past year or so. And although his back was to her, Tony knew from experience what she wanted even at this ungodly hour.

“Toooo-nee?” She said his name, emphasizing the first syllable in that familiar high pitched sing-song that had awakened him so many times before and always betrayed that she wanted something. Usually it was to make love, or at least that is what she claimed. But Tony knew that her asking him for sex was often just a euphemism for what she really desired. “Mmmmm, Tony?”

She sat up, ran her gentle touch along Tony’s muscular arms and shoulders, edged her large, expensive boobs closer so that he could feel them press against his back, letting her blonde hair suggestively caress his skin. He could well imagine that patented grin on her classic starlet’s face.

Undoubtedly, a couple months ago Tony would have turned around without thinking and proceeded to demonstrate the legendary prowess that interested the tabloids so much. He’d been through the routine so many times before and Daphne was just the most recent in the never-ending call sheet of Tony Markham conquests. Yet that was last month, and Daphne’s allure, despite her physical attributes, was, like that of the other starlets before her, already fading out.

If any woman dominated his thoughts at this moment of this early hour of the morning, it was she of the skimpy animal-skin ‘bikini,’ clutching that feathered spear and wearing that strange blue shell.

Tony checked his expensive black wristwatch, the one he’d bought upon wrapping his last action movie and which—like a wedding ring—he almost never removed. There was no real need, however, to look at the time. Once again he had awakened basically from the same dream during daylight’s first hour.

“Oh no,” he moaned, wishing he could get back to sleep. “Not now, Daphne.”

“Oh!” Daphne replied, smiling. Her fingers continued to walk sensuously along his bare skin. “Come on, Tony. You know I’ll never be able to get to sleep again unless we do.”

Tony moaned. The last thing he wanted or needed now was sex or, worse, an argument. What he did need was support and advice from someone he respected and admired.

He looked up at the wall above the bed, his gaze passing various advertisements and photographs from his own movies—all of them action affairs, shot on modest budgets, most of them with exploitative titles and some tagged with numbers, a few in Roman numerals—to stop reverentially on a large black and white poster depicting one of his main sources of inspiration.

The man on the poster—looking older than Tony when this photo was taken and not possessed of Tony’s finely chiseled, almost comic-book hero good looks—wore his patented trench coat and felt hat and clutched a half-smoked cigarette. He stared down at Tony from some 1940s mystery film shot more than half a century ago on the Warner lot.

He knew what to tell the dames, especially the sexy manipulative dames like Daphne, when they wanted something he wasn’t about to deliver.

Tony got his message.

And in that moment, as it so often happened during those frequently occurring times of crisis, Tony Markham ceased to exist. Turning to the night stand, the man in bed reached over the butt-filled ashtray, removed a high nicotine cigarette from an almost empty pack and grabbed a custom lighter. As always, the flame appeared with the first click.

“Bogarting” the cigarette and inhaling deeply, the man turned toward Daphne, emoting in Bogey’s best tough guy voice, “I ‘shaid, not now ‘shweetheart.”

Then he exhaled and, quite unlike his movie hero, coughed vehemently, as Daphne raised her eyes in exasperation and tried to wave away the smoke.

***
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Clad in only his jockey shorts and with his second cigarette of the morning stuck between his lips, Tony Markham stood before one of the large mirrors of his modern, state-of-the-art bathroom. He liked to start the day off as if he were in front of the camera, which meant looking his handsome and heroic best.

For a minute now Tony had been routinely running his electric razor across the dark morning stubble of his angular jaw. He paid no heed to the shapely reclining form reflected in the bathroom mirror from the bedroom behind him. And he heard only the mechanical whirring of the device in his hand, not the quiet snatches of clichéd dialogue being muttered from that other room.

Gorgeous cavegirls and nasty prehistoric reptiles and that weird, floating stone visage were the only things in Tony’s thoughts as he continued to shave.

Besides, Daphne’s mirror image was a just another rerun of the scene that had played in that room behind him for the past few days.

Ms. Adrian was stretched leisurely across the bed on her stomach, wearing only panties and one of Tony’s white shirts. The shirt, slightly big on the young woman, was unbuttoned, probably not for Tony’s benefit, because Daphne’s attention had already shifted elsewhere—to the screenplay bearing the title Feet of Fury 4 on its cover page.

Setting down the script, Daphne exclaimed, “Toooo-nee—?” competing with the buzz of his electric razor, but not loud enough to be heard.

Whrrrr—rrrrr—rrrr . . .

As if in response to Daphne, the sonic buzz descended rapidly in pitch. For a moment Tony was uncertain if the wisp of smoke drifting past his eyes originated from the razor or his cigarette.

The electric shaver had long been due for a replacement. Tony frowned, slapping the side of the device in an attempt to revive it before it completely wound down and died forever. “Damn it!” he grumbled to himself, hitting the razor again, succeeding only in hastening the demise of its electrical life.

“Tony—?” inquired Daphne, half-heartedly responding to Tony’s words. “Are you all right, babe?”

This time Tony heard her, but his attention was on a drawer of the bathroom sink. Tony rummaged through the clutter of the drawer. He knew he’d saved at least one safety razor for just such an emergency. “Yeah,” he finally answered with disinterest.

“By the way, honey,” said Daphne coyly, carefully selecting her words and smiling, “did you remember to talk to your producer yet? You know, like you said you would?”

By now, Tony had found what he was looking for in the drawer, as well as a partially rusted can of shaving cream. “I talk to him every day,” he said, awkwardly spreading the soapy white goop over his face, careful not to get any of it in his mouth or, in fact, all over the room. Indeed, it had been years since Tony had last attempted such a primitive feat as shaving non-electronically.

“So? What’d he say? I mean, about me? Tony—are you listening to me?”

The blade in the razor was not new and showed signs of rust. Having long forgotten how much pressure to apply or how sharp something called a safety razor’s blade could be, even an old one, Tony drew down the primitive device, wincing and groaning as the metal edge stung into his face and instantaneously produced a small yet spreading red line.

“Meeka-owee!” he reacted, examining the unsightly cut, not even wondering how those meaningless syllables had gotten into and out of his mouth.

Daphne heard them, too, but maybe she heard them in correctly. “Really?” she replied, excited. “Like he was that impressed?”

Tony reacted incredulously, envisioning the grin he knew had just spread across his current housemate’s lovely face.

***
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The late afternoon, Southern California sun was already starting to dip behind the hills.

The lyrics—about some hapless loser getting himself marooned in the Mesozoic Era, the so-called Age of Reptiles, separated forever from his modern-day girlfriend—of the 1950s-style rock ballad sounded from the small pool-side radio.

The words of this novelty song went mostly unnoticed by Tony, as he relaxed in the warmth of morning sunlight and the privacy of his spacious backyard. He was stretched out in a pool chair at one side of the swimming pool, wearing a red robe over his swim trunks. His face still stung slightly from that morning’s brutal experience with that primitive razor. At least by now the tiny shaving wounds had healed and they no longer needed to wear those annoying bits of tissue paper.

The script with the title Feet of Fury 4 was clutched in both hands and lit cigarette number three protruded from his mouth. Tony had been reading the script on and off all day, and, as was his habit, was now intently hunting for changes he could contribute to improve the screenwriter’s original dialogue in this, his latest action-movie screenplay.

Daphne also paid no attention to the music as, wearing the skimpiest red bikini the Beverly Hills shops had for sale, she strutted, her skin majestically aglow in the light of the setting sun—the so-called “magic time” or “golden hour” of cinematographers—behind Tony and stepped onto the diving board.

Obviously, and as usual, Daphne was trying to get Tony to notice her, to get his nose out of the usual clichéd dialogue and scene descriptions of Feet of Fury 4 and on her more blatant physical charms. She’d purposely tied her bikini top loosely, so that whatever might happen to it, as she executed her perfect cartwheel dive, could be blamed on chance.

Tony heard the splash of water, felt its tepid spray against his razor-nicked face, but kept his gaze riveted on the script. With peripheral vision he could see the movement that was Daphne’s body breaking the surface of the water, continuing toward the shallow end of the pool. When she proudly stepped out of the water, she was wearing nothing but her tiny swim suit bottoms, her naked breasts jutting forward.

With supreme confidence, Daphne ascended the tiled steps leading toward the Jacuzzi, grasping a dry towel. She wiped her face and hair, then let the towel play tantalizingly against her breasts, hiding then showing then hiding them again, wiping off the glistening water droplets as she spoke to the man below her on the other side of the pool.

“Honey?” she said loudly, regaining her breath and still working the towel. “I read your script. I think it’s great. Y’know, I think I’m just perfect—”

As she spoke, Tony looked up—just enough to nod, wave and fake a smile, before returning to his reading.

“—for the part of the ambassador’s mistress. Y’know, the one who gets wasted at the Embassy? Think about it, I mean, I’ve got the right look. And I take a pretty good fall. Besides, honey,” she continued, her voice now subtly more intense, “it’s just a little part.” Then she said nothing, as though seriously contemplating her words.

The song on the radio continued into its second verse.

***
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Though a dedicated sports fan, Tony was not, at least for this moment on the following afternoon, absorbed in the dynamic action now on the big screen of his expensive television console.

He sat, somewhat tense, even nervous, at one end of the comfortable living room couch. Atop his coffee table in front of him, all within easy reach, were the half-cold hamburger purchased a good thirty minutes ago from the nearest fast-food restaurant, his cigarettes and favorite lighter. There were also several remote control gadgets, some of them preprogrammed by the actor, each one relating to a different audio or visual unit in the room.

The picture on the big color screen was that of football players colliding as an announcer’s blaring voice described the action. But the action could have been of any sport, any game, at least today.

Behind him at the bar, Tony could hear Daphne busily preparing something. There was no need to look back. He could guess what her snack surprise was going to be, what it, indeed, always was.

“Voila!” she finally said with pride, her usual way of announcing that her latest work of snack-art had been completed.

Tony stared blankly at his TV screen, glancing occasionally at his wristwatch, his thoughts more on what time it was than on the helmeted brutes bashing their way across his color screen. Instinctively, without really looking, he reached for one of the suite of objects on his coffee table, took a huge bite out of it and hungrily began to munch. Luckily he had grabbed the soft item brought home from the restaurant.

By now Daphne was walking around the couch, her short, tight red dress clearly not the kind usually worn while watching sports on television. She offered Tony the tray she had prepared—a nicely arranged assortment of carrots, celery and other veggie snacks, with some organically based dip.

Tony took note of the snacks, considered them just momentarily, frowned, then waved Daphne away, commencing to devour his hamburger. Just once, he thought, he’d like to meet someone of the female persuasion who still ate meat.

Setting her snack tray atop the coffee table, Daphne settled herself at the opposite end of the couch, crossing her legs provocatively. She reached for a stalk of celery.

“Can’t we watch a movie?” she said, making a face and chomping loudly on the stalk.

Chewing intently, Tony shushed Daphne, set aside his hamburger, then grasped one of the other prized and nonedible items from the coffee table. It was time—the precise minute of this hour of the day—that the television station programming office had told his agent about. Tony aimed his remote-control gadget toward the TV and pressed a preset button. One click later, the colliding football players were replaced on the screen by the image of a rather handsome man, with sculpted hair and carefully rehearsed smile, sitting at a news desk in front of an enormous map of the world.

The anchorman smiled with obviously calculated warmth. “Now that we know we won’t be needing our umbrellas this weekend,” he said, smugly, “let’s go to our show biz segment and Hollywood’s favorite reporterette, Audrey Benedict.”

Tony’s timing was nearly perfect. It was time for the “Hollywood Now” segment of the news, the part to which he always most looked forward to watching.

The picture changed to a two-shot including an attractive, business-like young woman seated at the far end of the news desk. Tony had seen her segment many times before and, admittedly, found Audrey appealing, especially when her reports about him and his work were positive. Perhaps, if his mind were not so preoccupied these days with images of cavegirls, one of them in particular . . .

“So, Audrey,” the anchorman babbled onward, “what’s ‘hot’ in Hollywood tonight besides the weather and the tubs?” He flashed a freeze-framed grin in her direction.

Raising an eyebrow, Audrey turned and the screen became all hers. “Well,” she began, “the hottest news today could be star Tony Markham . . .”

Tony watched intently as a photograph of himself slid across the screen and stopped just above Audrey’s shoulder. He retrieved his hamburger, took a big bite.

Daphne grinned, shrugged her shoulders with pride but also anticipation.

“And his new movie Feet of Fury 4, the latest sequel in his popular action series, which starts shooting next week. But those ‘in the know’ wonder if the series might be in trouble.”

“Trouble?” Tony said, choking as he tried to talk and swallow simultaneously. He reached for his cigarettes and lighter.

“Sources say Tony’s performance in the last Feet of Fury flick wasn’t quite up to speed . . . and that more retakes than usual were required during the action scenes, mostly due to the star’s getting winded.”

By now, Tony was lighting another cigarette, the flame appearing as always on the lighter’s first click, as Audrey spoke. “Winded?” he said, taking a drag, then coughing loudly. He tried with only partial success to wave off the smoke before crushing out the cigarette.

“Actually, I hope Tony isn’t slowing down,” she reported. “He’s an appealing and fairly good actor and he does project a positive image. But it’s up to Tony himself if we’ll ever see a Feet of Fury 5 . . . or if Hollywood gives this series, as well as its star, the boot—”

Tony tried to cut Audrey off before she finished, but wasn’t fast enough with his remote control. The preset button brought another image to the screen—a favorite image on scratchy black and white film, with three crazies with wild-looking haircuts bonking, poking and slapping one another in a 1930s courtroom setting.

“Bummer!” snapped Daphne, noticeably disappointed, not to mention a trifle angry, talking over the film’s exaggerated sound effects. She turned away from the TV screen. Like most females Tony had known for his thirty-some years, Daphne did not share his long-time affection for or appreciation of the Stooges. “I was hoping to get an even bigger part in number five.”

Disappointed, almost depressed, Tony shook his head.

“Daphne, I really need to clear my head.” He covered his eyes with his fingers, hoping that, for once, she’d understand. Better yet, maybe somehow Daphne would miraculously disappear.

Not surprisingly, Daphne did not vanish, nor did she respond as Tony had intended. Quickly she got up, stepped closer and plopped down hard into Tony’s lap.

“Ohhphf!” he reacted, as she began to get comfortable, sensuously squirming against his lap.

“Is there anything I can do to help clear it?” As she inquired, she rapidly flashed her long eyelashes in his general direction.

“No, honey, I really need to clear it on my own, thanks.”

Without hesitation Tony lifted her legs, swiveled them to one side, got off the couch and, like another of his idols, left the building.

Daphne folded her arms and pouted. She never turned once to look back at the TV screen, where Moe, Curly and Larry continued noisily to clobber each other.

***
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Slightly more than an hour later, Tony and Daphne were facing one another again outside his ranch house, the home paid for by his starring in the first three Feet of Fury movies, as well as a couple other low-budget efforts.

Tony stood on the top step just outside his front door. There was a half-hearted smile on his face and an even less-hearted look in his eyes as he gazed blankly toward the woman.

Separated from Tony by some thirty feet of pavement and front lawn, as well as the iron fence with its closed gate, Daphne was ready for some kind of action. Fetchingly clad in form-fitting blue and black sweats, and carrying a duffel bag, she held onto the gate, shifting her wait onto one leg.

“Tony I’ll be at the gym. And then I think,” Daphne said, tossing her head gently, “I’ll get my hair done. No need to wait up.” She smiled, jingled the set of keys Tony had given her—keys to his house, his car and sundry other possessions—then started to walk away.

Relieved, Tony smiled. Nodded. Turned to go back inside his house—

“Oh, and Tooo-nee,” she sing-songed, pausing to look back at him.

Tony wasn’t psychic but could guess what was coming.

Daphne smiled her best smile—the smile, practiced often enough, that, when inflicted upon men other of perhaps weaker character or less resistance than Tony, could achieve or acquire virtually anything.

“Don’t forget to put in a good word about that . . .” She mouthed the words silently, emphasizing their meaning by holding up a thumb and forefinger to indicate something tiny.

Tony didn’t need the skills of a master lip-reader to recognize the words ‘little part’ formed by those inviting lips.

Daphne smiled, sensuously shook her upper torso so that her breasts, clearly defined by the tight blue shirt, jiggled her body in just the right way. If this had been any man except Tony, or if this was only a month or so earlier . . . .

Tony just smiled again, more out of politeness than sincerity. He waved good-bye. But what he really wanted to do was just go back inside.

Daphne blew Tony a big kiss, then clanged shut the gate. Still smiling, eyes flashing, she turned and sauntered off. She virtually skipped along the sidewalk in the general direction of her gym, as if contemplating some personal triumph.

Tony didn’t care that Daphne neither stopped nor looked back.
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CHAPTER 2
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Two mighty combatants stalked each other on strong hind limbs, continuing their early-morning battle. Not dinosaurs or some other kinds of prehistoric creatures, these were human warriors, both of them clad in a loose-fitting white outfit and wearing white boxing gloves.

Careful not to harm one another, their almost dancing bodies passed by various swords, Oriental writings and other related trappings set about the karate school’s training room to create an Asian ambience. Both fighters, however, were entirely Caucasian.

One of the warriors—the younger of the two men—was groaning and gasping for air as he fought to maintain both his dignity and reputation.

The other fighter, older by at least ten years and approximately one head taller, remained calm and in control of the conflict. His long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail. This ruggedly handsome man was clearly the master, his every movement precise and well timed, almost choreographed yet perfectly natural. And this older man was only slightly perspiring. Looks of disappointment and disgust intermittently flashed across his lined countenance as he waltzed about the mat with the younger and less experienced opponent, easily dodging every aggressive movement of feet and hands.

Tony Markham, profusely sweating, breathing heavily and secretly desiring a smoke, was having a hard time keeping up with the older fighter—his personal trainer and longtime friend, his Sensei. Tony’s straight black hair was wet and even straighter from all the perspiration. And there was a look of serious frustration on his face, no doubt because few of his thrusts and kicks were even remotely hitting their intended marks.

Shirlee, Tony’s part-time masseuse, employed only on days like today when the actor hired out the entire dojo for his personal training sessions, continued to observe the practice battle from the sidelines of the workout room, a white towel clutched nervously in both hands. She was trying to keep out of the way as the two men seemed to dance about the mat exchanging friendly blows and kicks.

The masseuse was wearing the purple blouse and white short-shorts Tony always preferred seeing her in; they contrasted nicely, he’d often said, with her flowing red hair and the few freckles dotting her pale Irish complexion. She had a special reason today for wearing Tony’s favorite outfit, although right now the actor’s attention was surely not on her long hair or longer legs.

Shirlee shielded her eyes with her hands, wrinkled her cute nose, winced from the imagined pain and stepped aside, as a forceful punch delivered expertly by Sensei knocked Tony only inches away from her feet. Tony’s body made an embarrassing splat sound as it collided hard against the cushioning mat.

“Ouch!” Shirlee said, as if vicariously experiencing Tony’s pain.

“Unnnhhh !” Tony responded, his pain anything but vicarious.

He looked up, surprised, dazed, but mostly ashamed. Tony had never been felled so easily by Sensei before and never struggled this hard to beat him. He’d never performed like such a rank beginner in front of Shirlee, whom he always enjoyed impressing. And, not since he first decided to learn some real fighting techniques for the sake of interjecting realism into his movies, did he appear so amateurish to his master.

Breathing calmly and showing no signs of being tired, the martial arts instructor extended a hand to Tony and helped him back to his feet.

“I thought these practice fights were supposed to be painless,” Tony complained, gasping.

Of course, if this were a scene being played out in front of the cameras, as most of Tony’s battles were, it would—or at least should—be entirely painless. Carefully choreographed action photographed at just the right camera angle would create the illusion of contact, even though a foot or more of space separated fist or foot from intended target. In more dangerous scenes, a stuntman somewhat resembling Tony doubled him, also filling in when the actor was too far away from the camera to be recognized—all for purposes of insurance or time, his producers frequently reminded him. Still, Tony liked to do his own stunts whenever allowed to by the production office. And these workouts kept him in shape and, though he was by no means a martial-arts master himself, made him feel that he was at least in some ways similar to the characters he played on screen.

“The pain,” replied Sensei, seriously, revealing a slight Kansas accent, “is mostly
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