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			I awoke on a Saturday morning with the Plan fully formed, but fading, in my mind. Nothing else had changed. It was as if I had gone to sleep years before, contemplating a tricky conundrum, and remained in that doze until the knotty question had been completely disentangled—at least mentally so, at least for a while.

			But when I awoke it was merely the next morning, as if time had folded back on itself, depositing me where I was before.

			Tessa was in bed next to me, sound asleep. Her hair was wrapped in violet nylon netting. She’d sleep for two more hours. Brown would certainly be asleep in his room and Celestine, whom everyone called Seal, was probably sitting in her bed reading a library book.

			I sat up and took a deep breath that felt like my first inhalation in a very long time.

			Cells began to fire in my body. That’s the only way I can describe it. It was as if my physiology had also undergone some kind of transformation. I could feel my organs and glands pumping out chemicals, altering tissue and even bone.

			There had been an azure plane where beings, not human, had poked and butted me, fondled and fucked me in ways that made no sense in the earthly realm. I was there and others were too, other people, human beings, being prepared for something, for some things. It occurred to me that we were not all in accordance. Our Plans were different and sometimes even at odds. There were 107 assigned to the Great Change, but our tasks often seemed to contradict one another.

			One hundred and seven human beings conditioned and trained to prepare for the Transition. But there were other creatures too; other earthly life-forms that were there to complete us—or maybe we were there to complete them or, even more accurately, to complete a circuit, a turning, a revolution.

			It was only on that Saturday morning, with Tessa sleeping next to me and the sun slanting in through the seam of our heavy curtains, that I understood the Plan in its totality. And even then, while I was rousing from my centuries-long sleep, the lessons I had learned were receding into the shelves and cubby­holes of my unconscious mind.

			I can remember only some of it now, after the first skirmish in an intergalactic invasion. There was a place that gave the impression of many shades of blue, but I can’t say if my eyes were working there. I was aware of different beings from a vast range of planes and realities. They spoke to me but in ways that transformed rather than informed me. They were like a congress that met only once, decided on the fates of worlds, and then disbanded when their words, their annunciations, had been received and digested.

			My world, they said, was wrong. It, the planet itself, had spawned a disease of which I was a part. This contagion had begun to multiply and it had to be rendered impotent—by any means necessary.

			I was to be an antibody in the eradication of this rampant syndrome. I was the cure or, more precisely, a cure.

			And there were others who were being modified, as I was, to rid Earth of the danger of the genetic disorder of humankind—107 men and women refashioned to save the universe from the biology and resultant technology of evil.

			There were 107 different plans, some radically diverse.

			As I climbed out of bed the memories began to retreat. I knew that everything was different but I could no longer name the various other treatments (106 human beings), our agreements, and our therapeutic conflicts.

			Throwing open the drapes, I forgot these serious issues and grinned broadly at the flood of sunlight.

			I slid open the glass door to our second-floor deck and walked outside feeling that I was entering the world, committing to a battle like any foot soldier given his orders, obeying because that was my conditioning and my duty.

			Mr. Snyder’s oak tree swayed in the morning breeze. There was the smell of fuel in the air and of food cooking.

			“Mama, look!” a child shouted, but for me, at that moment, it was just one of the myriad sensations of this old/new world.

			I had been a petty human when I had fallen asleep a thousand years ago but now I was something else.

			One hundred and seven ways to change the world and no two of them in exact accordance. How could this end well? Beyond the chill on my skin and the chemicals in the air, I could feel the vibration of souls all around. Errant and leaky, confused and ­starving—the souls of insects and trees, humans and other mammals all drawn to the impossible hope of unity.

			This notion of harmony arrested my worries. I had been in a place where there had been agreement among differences, something beyond love and understanding. I closed my eyes and imagined this pristine moment as if maybe it was a gaudy, rainbow-colored barge sailing off, leaving only the hope of something that had always been an impossible dream.

			Standing out in that early morning, I knew it was my job to recall that amazing notion and to make everyone in the world aware.

			I don’t know how long I stood like that, with the notion of the absolute fading from my mind but at the same time exhilarating my heart.

			“Marty,” she said.

			I turned to see my wife of a millennium ago. She was dark brown in a blue-and-green kimono. Beautiful, almost forgotten, it seemed impossible that she stood there.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Today?” I inquired.

			Did she know what my mission was? Was she one of the crusaders? I realized then that I had never had a physical impression of my fellow missionaries.

			“Standing out here naked,” she said, “and look at your, your thing.”

			I was naked and had become aroused sexually when I saw Tessa. The wind and sun felt good on my skin. The air in my lungs was rich and lush.

			“There’s a change coming,” I said. There was an odd lilt to my words; an accent developed during the centuries away.

			“What?”

			I took a step toward her and reached out to take her by the wrist.

			Tessa was afraid but she was also worried. While pulling her wrist away, she moved her shoulder toward me. It was a language older than humanity coming from the poetry of the genetic soul.

			“Hold it right there!” a man shouted.

			If I had been back for just a few more days, maybe just a few more hours, I would have been able to decipher the threat in those words. But my body had not finished with its internal makeover and the old world was new to me again—alien.

			“God is not a being,” I said to my wife. “It is an ever-recurring, never-the-same meeting of entities that come together, not unlike the myth of the primal atom.”

			“What?” she asked while looking over the deck at something on the lawn below.

			“I said, don’t move!” came the voice again.

			Tessa was looking at the origin of the command. Without letting her go, I turned my head in that direction.

			There were two people in similar garments, a man and a woman, with weapons held high and pointed at me.

			I stared at them, trying to make the proper associations, straining to understand what these two humans had to do with eternity.

			While the woman kept a bead on me, the man, with great dexterity, climbed on top of our picnic table and hopped over the short railing surrounding our deck. He pulled out his gun again.

			Tessa shouted and pulled away from me.

			She moved toward the policeman, who was the color of bronze, but short. I don’t know why I thought a man of that coloring should be . . . larger.

			“Get on your knees!” the bronze man said as he pushed Tessa to the side, out of the line of fire.

			I noticed a woman and a girl-child standing in the yard next door. The woman was trying to keep the child from looking. It was then that I realized I still had the erection.

			“On your knees!”

			Was I being arrested for my erection? No. It was more complex than that.

			I looked up a bit and saw Los Angeles down the hill from our second-floor balcony. The view was majestic to my human sense of proportions and, at the same time, quaint, almost miniscule, to the vision that had grown, was growing, inside me while simultaneously hiding the Plan from my consciousness.

			I felt an impact against the side of my head and gravity took over from my natural biological resistance. That, I thought, was one of the keys to the threat of humankind. We, the elements of life, resist the natural flow of things. Aggression was part of the essence of biological life. This genetic irrationality was inherited from the first viruses that spawned in the warm pools of Early Earth.

			Tessa screamed.

			“Daddy!” Brown yelled.

			“Stay back!” the cop hollered.

			“Are you all right?” the female cop, an Asian woman, shouted. She was talking to my wife.

			“Daddy!” Seal—Celestine—cried.

			I went limp trying to counteract the gyre of escalating violence that I seemed to be causing. Or maybe it was the blow to my head that was slowing my mind. At any rate, darkness engulfed the multitude of thoughts associated with my consciousness, paring them down to a dark cavity below the surface of perception.

			I awoke for the second time since my reincarnation.

			I was in a short bed with a soft mattress beneath me, swaddled in a straitjacket that was bound to that bed.

			“. . . but he was just sleepwalking, and the cops attacked him,” a woman was saying.

			“He resisted arrest,” a man responded. “He’s going to have to stand trial, at least go before a judge.”

			“Fine,” the woman relented, “but let him go home.”

			“We can’t.”

			“Mr. Just has never even been arrested for speeding,” the woman said. “What is the reasoning behind incarcerating him?”

			“It is procedure to arrest the suspected perpetrator concerning any complaint of a sexual nature having to do with children.”

			“What complaint?”

			“He was naked and sexually aroused in front of a nine-year-old girl.”

			“He was on the balcony of his own home, sleepwalking.”

			“In plain sight of a nine-year-old girl.”

			There were chemicals in my veins; I could taste them. Allowed enough time, I could have given them names on the Great List of the Moments of Existence as detailed by the Celestial Congress that anointed me “The Cure.” There were others on the list: The Answer, The Final Solution, The Gift of Laughter, and many more, most of which I had forgotten.

			I sighed and sat upright.

			“What’s going on?”

			“Martin Just?” a man in a too-green suit asked me. He was what they call a Caucasian—a white man thirty pounds overweight and suffering from more than just the disease of mortality.

			“Yes?”

			“I am placing you under arrest for resisting an officer of the law and for lewd public display.”

			“What’s your name and rank?” I asked.

			This question irked the middle-aged cop.

			“Detective Thomas O’Halloran,” he said. “Benson?”

			Two uniformed policemen, one obviously named Benson, came into the room.

			“Get him dressed, down to the precinct, and booked,” Detective O’Halloran declared.

			“This isn’t right,” the woman speaker said.

			She was maybe thirty, in a bright-red dress designed for a party and not a legal debate. Her heavy features kept her from being classically beautiful, but she was magnetic and there was a powerful, animalistic life force pulsing inside her.

			“Take it up with the judge in the morning, Ms. Clayborn,” O’Halloran said.

			“This man does not deserve to be thrown in jail,” the woman called Ms. Clayborn protested.

			“Where are Tessa and the kids?” I asked.

			The cop and lawyer turned their heads toward me.

			“It’s late,” the woman told me. “Visiting hours are over and you’ve been sequestered at any rate.”

			“What’s your name?” I asked the woman while the policemen worked on untying my restraints.

			“Lena, Lena Clayborn,” she said. “I’m your lawyer.”

			“I broke the law?” This idea struck a chord of fear in my core. It had nothing to do with petty human laws or morals. It was the possibility that I might fail in my duty that brought on mortal dread.

			“You didn’t do anything wrong, Mr. Just,” the lawyer said. “This is simply a misunderstanding that has gotten out of hand.”

			“Put these on,” one of the uniformed policemen ordered.

			He was holding out a pale-green hospital outfit; loose pants and a jacket-like shirt with mid-forearm sleeves.

			I reached for the clothing and noticed how dark my skin was compared to that of the other people in the room. I was reminded then that I was a Black man. This was once a very important detail of my life, inordinately so. My coloring defined a place among others that was varied and inconsistent but rarely a benefit. Race had made me at once different and part of an imagined whole.

			“You might want to leave while the man gets dressed,” O’Halloran said to the female lawyer.

			“I’m staying with my client as long as possible.”

			I hustled on my pants and pulled on the cotton shirt.

			“Where’s your shoes?” the second uniform asked.

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			Standing in the garish whiteness of the fluorescent-lit hospital room, I was trying to maintain balance. My body was still changing while the images in my mind were dissipating. I woke up hours before, in my own bed, certain in my knowledge of God, but this certainty was slowly devolving into a kind of disorganized belief system. I was under arrest for having an erection and I was a Black man, whatever that was supposed to mean.

			“Under the bed,” O’Halloran said to me.

			There was a pair of green paper slippers on the floor. I stepped into them.

			“Paper shoes?” my lawyer said.

			“If you’ll excuse me, Ms. Clayborn,” the detective replied. “I will be taking my prisoner into custody.”

			In handcuffs, I was put behind a cage wall in the back seat of a police car. I sat there, distracted by the complexity of my situation.

			I had been sent, or maybe even created, to change the world by my being. My body chemistry and the ideas that sailed across the mirror of my mind had been recrafted to save existence, in all of its iterations, from a world tainted by the scum that the living gene produced.

			I was not, however, a destroyer. My job was to rehabilitate, to repair the juncture between pure being and transitory life. I had no reason to be arrested and treated like an enemy—even if I was an enemy of sorts.

			“We got a real winner for you here, McKenzie,” the cop whose name was Benny said.

			“Oh?” uttered the big man behind the high desk. He looked down on me with diseased gray eyes.

			“Yeah. This guy here decided to show his big black hard-on to a nine-year-old white girl.”

			“Huh,” the bulbous admissions cop grunted. He was looking at me closely. This attention, more than anything so far, brought me back into the life that had seemed so far in the past.

			“Yeah,” Benny said. “And his lawyer got O’Halloran to sign off on isolation.”

			“Really?” the man named McKenzie speculated. “Too bad we’re having so much overcrowding. Must be the full moon. But I’ll try and work something out.”

			There was a sinister inflection to the admissions cop’s tone.

			I was dragged off and put in a small cell behind an iron door and left there to sit on a thin mattress laid upon a shelf that jutted from the wall.

			The lighting was dim, but I didn’t mind that. I hoped that Tessa and the kids were okay. I wondered if I would be allowed to accomplish some part of my mission.

			There were insects in the walls; I could feel them scuttling. There was suffering in the general vicinity. I sensed men, and some women—many in almost catatonic trauma—waiting for something to come.

			I was that something. I knew it.

			There was an aluminum toilet and a sink the size of a soup bowl nestled in the corner of the narrow cell. I urinated and drank from the spigot.

			The door came open a few minutes later and a huge man was ushered in by three baton-bearing guards.

			The man was taller than I by at least four inches (making him somewhere around six foot four) and he outweighed me by sixty pounds or more. He wore only jeans and laceless leather shoes with no socks. His bare torso had dozens of tattoos scrawled across it; crosses and naked women, obscure script and one big red swastika. He was bald and heavy with muscle.

			“Get off the cot, nigger,” he said after we were left alone. “That’s mine.”

			I didn’t consider the request. I just did what he said. I moved toward the door and sat in the corner on the floor while he thumped his heavy bulk down on the mattress.

			The man smelled strongly of sweat. I found the odor calming and somewhat transportive. I closed my eyes and thought about being human, about living and sweating and straining against the inevitable. I was a hopeless cause; all living things were. We lived for no reason but were passionate about our reproduction and survival. We tried so hard and offered almost nothing to existence. This impossible task seemed somehow hopeful . . .

			“There soap in the sink?”

			He was staring at me. I realized that he was trying to intimidate me. He was like McKenzie at the admissions desk. He hated me for a set of reasons laid out by a pointless history.

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			“You better hope so,” he told me. “’Cause if not your asshole is gonna bleed bad.”

			“What?”

			“Come ovah here and get down on your knees.”

			I stood up then and he did too.

			“I said, on your knees.”

			I understood what was happening, the menace of the tattooed man, but my mind was in too many places to perceive him as the sole threat I should have been concentrating on. He was just an aspect of the disease for which I was the cure.

			“Did you hear me?” the man asked.

			I didn’t answer, nor did I lower to my knees. I can’t say for sure why I didn’t obey. It seemed as if there was no alternative. But I just stood there.

			Moving faster than I would have suspected possible, he grabbed me with both hands around my throat.

			Choking me hard, he pulled my face to his. I could smell the rank breath of mortality.

			“Suck dick or die,” he whispered.

			I felt my eyes bulging and the panic of suffocation firing at the back of my brain, but emotionally I was distant. Even as consciousness fled, I was amazed by the smell of humanity.

			When I awoke the third time since my return to this plane, I was once again in a hospital room, once again restrained in a straitjacket.

			A man and woman, both clad in white, were looking down on me. He was a white man and she, brown-skinned.

			“You’re awake?” the man asked.

			My hands ached.

			“Yes,” I said. “What happened?”

			“You don’t remember?”

			“I was in a jail cell . . .”

			“Do you remember what happened there?” the woman asked.

			“They brought in this big, sweaty guy. He liked me and didn’t.”

			The man and the woman looked at each other, sharing a thought that I was not privy to.

			“Excuse me,” the man said. “I’m supposed to call the police when you regain consciousness.”

			They may have gone to report my awakening to the police, I don’t know. But for a very long time I was left alone in the white room. There were no windows and few sounds. I was losing the direct knowledge of my millennium of training and conditioning. All I was left with was a sense of faith that I had been among the Chosen.

			My hands hurt but I couldn’t see them because my arms were bound tightly to my sides.

			The restraints didn’t bother me. For almost my entire time away I was only a flicker of consciousness with no bodily awareness. I was as the superior beings were: a part of everything, existence with awareness but rarely a motive.

			I urinated in my hospital pants because no one came to relieve me.

			After many hours, four brawny orderlies came. I was cursed for my bodily functions, then unbound, thrown under a cold shower, dressed in hospital whites, and strapped back into restraints.

			They, all four men, dragged me down a hall to an alleyway where I was thrown into a gray van and driven to another paved aisle. I was handed over to four men in uniforms, who led me to a small room where I was made to sit in a square-cut metal chair that was soldered to the floor.

			“Where am I?” I asked one of the guards as he chained my left ankle to the chair.

			The ugly man (he was light brown and unhappy) stood and said, “Keep your mouth shut and you won’t get hit.”

			For the next hour or so I wondered if it was my fate to work on the world from a prison cell. Maybe the authorities had figured out my assignment and decided I was to be executed. Why else would they put so many guards on me? I was somewhat tall but not physically imposing.

			They must have known somehow that I was a threat to the mindless hegemony of genetic life and its unconscious machinations.

			But how could they? I was asleep in my bed next to my wife. I was a simple salesman for an upscale computer service company—nobody from nowhere.

			When the door came open again, the same four guards unshackled my foot and led me to an elevator. As we descended, the doors opened and a woman tried to get in, but the lead guard held up a hand and told her, “Prisoner transport. Take the next car.”

			We exited into a wide hallway crowded with people. From the high windows I could tell that it was daytime. People stared at me. I suppose I looked dangerous and demented.

			All around me, human souls shimmered and shivered inside their husks. I wanted to succor them but could not.

			The phalanx of guards pushed through a set of large double doors and I was ushered into a crowded courtroom.

			“Marty!” It was Tessa. She was standing next to an aisle seat in the gallery, wearing a blue dress and rose-colored pearls that I’d given her a thousand years ago. She reached out for me.

			“Stand back, ma’am,” the light-colored guard said.

			In an instant I hated him.

			“Your honor,” Lena Clayborn was saying. “It is extremely prejudicial for the district attorney to have my client brought before the court trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. This is a man who has never been arrested or even suspected of a crime before two days ago.”

			I had stopped to look at my wife. The guards were pushing me forward. I had to urinate again. The courtroom was filled with spectators. I’d never been before a judge but it seemed that there was more at stake than a simple case of a man standing naked somewhere outside.

			“Your honor,” a big man in an ochre suit said, raising his voice above an imagined din. “This man is extremely dangerous. He was originally arrested for sexual deviance involving a child, and now charges of aggravated assault and second-degree murder have been added. He killed a man with his bare hands before the guards could stop him.”

			His last words reminded me of how much my hands hurt.

			“My client was arrested for sleepwalking in the nude on his own deck,” Lena Clayborn said. “He was thrown in an eight-by-six-foot jail cell with a man six inches taller and a hundred pounds heavier than him. This man had already served seven and a half years for manslaughter. He was a member of a radical white brotherhood and has a long and bloody history of documented racial hate crimes. And as far as the guards are concerned, they didn’t find the body until the next morning, and my client was on the floor, bruised about the neck and unconscious.”

			What was the man’s name? I wondered. How was he killed? Were my painful hands the evidence?

			The judge was a tiny white woman with intense black eyes. She stared at me.

			“Mr. Just?”

			“Yes, your honor,” I said civilly.

			“What do you have to say for yourself?”

			“I woke up, at least I thought I did, from a very deep sleep. I’d had a long and convoluted dream and I guess I was still processing everything I’d experienced . . . dreamt. I walked outside, and after a while my wife came out to see what was wrong. Then the police came. I was confused and they, this one officer, hit me with his pistol and then they took me to jail. I was locked in a cell and then this big guy was put in with me. He told me to get on my knees and when I didn’t, he started choking me. The next thing I knew I was in a straitjacket . . . again. The first time I was knocked out they put me in restraints too. And now I hear that I’m being charged with murder. It feels like I never woke up, your honor.”

			The words I spoke were in a way instinctual. There was a baseline consciousness in my brain that could speak almost without my volition. It was like another persona, a man I once wanted to be, nestled in the folds of my brain, who was there to come out and protect me in the world of deterioration and disease.

			“The defendant sounds perfectly normal to me, Mr. Trapas,” the judge said to the man representing the district attorney’s office.

			“His hands were covered in the victim’s blood,” the fat blond prosecutor said.

			“He was also unconscious, with bruises in the shape of fingers on his throat,” my lawyer responded.

			“Untie Mr. Just,” the judge decreed.

			My four keepers worked deftly on the restraints and in less than a minute I was free. The first thing I noticed was that my knuckles were swollen and bloody. They itched. The second thing to come to me was the silence of the room. Everyone was staring at me. Maybe they were expecting Mr. Hyde to manifest himself and start throwing people around like the ragdolls they were.

			“How are you feeling, Mr. Just?” the judge asked.

			“Like I can breathe.”

			“I’m sure. Are you angry?”

			“No. There’s a lot going on in my mind but I’m not mad at anybody.”

			“Are you guilty of the charges against you?”

			“Your honor,” Lena Clayborn protested.

			“Mr. Just?” the judge insisted.

			“I did walk out on my deck naked. They say I was sleepwalking. Maybe I wasn’t asleep, but I wasn’t thinking about being naked either. I wouldn’t do that again. As far as killing that man . . . All I remember is him choking me.”

			“Bail, Mr. Trapas?” the judge asked, still looking at me.

			“We think Mr. Just should be remanded, at least until we know if he’s a threat or not.”

			“Martin Just has a full-time job, a worried wife, and two children,” Clayborn said. “He’s a taxpaying homeowner who maintains his innocence.”

			“When the police found him, he had the victim’s blood on his hands, Judge Jeremy,” fat Trapas intoned.

			These words riveted me. He meant them as some kind of gut-wrenching metaphor. It was his job to keep the bloody murderer behind bars. His seemingly straightforward statement was intended to paint a picture for the court, an image that would convict me then and there at the arraignment.

			I was aware of the aggressive intentions behind his claim, but that was not what enthralled me.

			It was the image of blood on the greatest tool that evolution has ever produced—the hand. I had no doubt that my hands had taken a man’s life; the pain in my knuckles attested to that. We all had bloody hands. We were all killers if any of us were. We were all guilty. This was the hopeless state of animal life and also of our deep ignorance. The idea that there could be a court trying to assign guilt amid a world comprised of the guilty called up an overpowering grief. It was all I could do not to groan out loud.

			“If this man is a danger, he must be kept in custody,” Trapas was saying. He was a young man in spite of his girth.

			“I understand—” Judge Jeremy said.

			“No,” Tessa cried from behind me.

			“—but,” the judge continued, “I cannot in good conscience put Mr. Just back in jail when there is no compelling evidence against him. As far as I can see he did not solicit, nor was he aware of, the child’s attention, and there is no witness to the fight in the jail cell. I am here to protect the people, but I am also responsible for the rights of the accused. I am letting Mr. Just go home on his own recognizance. A pretrial date will be set by the court.”

			They didn’t let me go immediately. I was taken to a locked room, where District Attorney Fyodor Trapas and his associate, Melanie Blythe, explained to me and my lawyer the terms of my release passed down by the court, the police, and the district attorney’s office.

			Trapas took the judge’s ruling as an insult, and for this he blamed me. He had a sour look on his face and his soul reeked of hatred, actual hatred, for me.

			“We expect you to be available to the court and the police as the investigation continues,” Ms. Blythe said to the space between me and Lena Clayborn. She, Blythe, was a young Black woman in peacock blue.

			The hue of her dress reminded me of my time in azure.

			“He will be at his home or his job,” Lena said.

			Glancing at my lawyer, I thought that maybe her nose had been broken at one time.

			“If you run I will put you in jail until 2050,” Trapas warned.

			“Why do you hate me?” the real me asked.

			I say “the real me” because the template of a related but alternate personality had been laid upon my psyche. This false or alternate persona had been formed during my thousand-year rest in order to protect me from betraying my mission. But the guardian personality wasn’t complete—it couldn’t be, because I, the real me, had been chosen for my natural proclivities. My . . . creators needed me to be free from domination.

			“You’re scum, Just. You’re a child molester and a murderer, and I’m going to see that you stay in prison until you’re too old to be a threat to anyone ever again.”

			Fyodor Trapas’s neck bulged out over the collar of his shirt and he took breaths in sudden gasps. Looking at his pale white skin and jade-green eyes, I had a vision of a young man standing over a woman’s prostrate form. She was either unconscious or dead. The man, who had no definite features, was looking at his hands—there was blood on the palms.

			“I’m not you, Fyodor,” the man inside me said while forcing me to look Trapas in the eye.

			“Why you—”

			Fyodor Trapas lunged across the table, throwing a punch as he did so.

			In a trance of lucidity I stood up and quickly moved six feet back toward the wall, allowing the portly man to fall. He landed hard on his gut and was winded by the belly flop.

			I raised my hands above my head as both women shouted.

			Three uniformed policemen burst through the door. One of them grabbed my upheld right arm and twisted it behind my back. I had the feeling that I was allowing the cop to manhandle me so—that if I had wanted to I could have lifted him up over my head and thrown him against his friends.

			It was when I had this exhilarating thought that I began to suspect I had gone insane. I mean, I had no proof that I’d left my body overnight and traveled to a place beyond distance and time. I was experiencing (maybe suffering) strange perceptions that were in no way corroborated by practical knowledge. So what if I got Trapas angry? He was an angry man before I spoke.

			“Stop!” Melanie Blythe shouted. “Mr. Trapas just fell over, that’s all.”

			The other two policemen were helping the fat DA to his feet. He was gulping air now.

			“That right?” one of the policemen, a tall and skinny youth, asked.

			“Yeah, yeah,” Trapas gasped. “I leaned over too far and fell. Guess I need to lose a few pounds.”

			“Do you want to press charges?” Lena asked me.

			“For what?” my template replied. “Like the man said, he just fell.”

			I was brought to a room where Tessa was waiting.

			“Where are the kids?” were my first words.

			Instead of answering, Tessa grabbed me fiercely, clamping her arms around my neck. The violence of this desperate but loving act brought to mind the man I had been charged with killing. He had grabbed me around the neck. He had felt a passion in his breast. I sensed a brief hint of need coming from him just before I lost control and my template took over.

			“Marty, Marty,” my wife cried.

			I put my arms around her. Lena Clayborn was standing there watching us.

			“What was his name?” I asked the lawyer while holding my wife.

			“Fyodor Trapas.”

			“No. Not the lawyer—the, the man they say I killed. I don’t remember it.”

			“Lon Farthey.”

			“Marty,” Tessa said. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”

			“Let’s sit down, honey.”

			There were four plastic chairs set around a green metal table. All three of us sat. Tessa took hold of my hands and held them like a mother wanting to restrain a child. She was looking into my eyes as I had done with Fyodor Trapas.

			I remembered that face.

			When I had awakened in the bed, Tessa was merely an expectation. For centuries, it felt, I had been a bodiless intelligence. At the end of that time Tessa’s name and face were shown to me. Her name and our relationship were . . . posited.

			I expected her to be there but felt no relationship, not at first.

			But in that small debriefing room I began to feel her, to remember how close we had been.

			“What’s wrong, Marty?” she asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“It was the dream, Tess,” I said.

			“What dream?”

			“I can’t explain it.”

			“Was it some kind of nightmare?”

			“It was, it was like leaving my body. I was allowed to see or perceive, but I no longer had a motive.”

			“Mr. Just,” Lena Clayborn said.

			“Yes?” I was still looking into Tessa’s soft and worried brown eyes.

			“Your pretrial begins in two weeks. At that time the court will decide if there is enough evidence to try you. The coroner is examining Farthey’s body now. We need to have a talk concerning everything that you remember.”

			Tessa squeezed my hands. They ached under the pressure.

			“Could I just go home and get a good night’s sleep?” I asked. “You know I’m very disoriented.”

			“Are you all right, Mr. Just?” The tone of the lawyer’s voice caused me to turn to her.

			I got an impression of her aura . . . That was the word that occurred to me—aura. It wasn’t a surrounding luminescence but like a space I could intuit by letting the rest of my senses ease.

			Clayborn was worried that I was actually insane, that if I went home, I might harm my family.

			“Do you think you should go see a doctor?” she was asking me.

			“I don’t know everything that happened in that jail cell, counselor,” I, or maybe my template, said. “But I do know that he threatened me and attacked me and if I did anything to him it was because I was defending myself.”

			“Let’s go home, Marty,” Tessa said. She stood up, still holding onto my hands.

			The lawyer was watching my eyes. She might have seen something that worried her. But then she shrugged.

			“Your wife is right, Mr. Just,” the lawyer told me. “Go home. Get some sleep, and when you wake up, call me at my office. Tessa has all my information.”

			“What happened, Dad?” Brown asked. He was seventeen, with a heavy face and somewhat ethereal eyes, short and squat like my father and mother and prone to passion—like Tessa.

			“How come you went outside with no clothes on in the first place?” Celestine asked. Two years younger than her brother, she was the darkest skinned of us all, nearly black, with dominant Afri­can features.

			“Leave your father alone,” Tessa said. “He’s been through a terrible ordeal and he needs to rest.”

			We were eating pepperoni pizza in the den. Tessa had decided to serve the delivery dinner there rather than in the dining room because it was cozier. For most of the meal we talked about how the kids were doing in school, but Brown couldn’t avoid the subject that was on all our minds.

			“I just want to know what happened at the jail. You didn’t really hurt anybody, did you?”

			I had always been a mild-mannered man. Raised in the Boston suburb Newton Highlands, I was of the American middle class, with all the urbanity, timidity, and so-called sophistication that came with it.

			“I don’t remember what happened in there, B,” I said. “The police say that I was in a fight, but I don’t remember.”

			“How could you not remember somethin’ like that, Dad?” my son asked, lifting his hands and shoulders.

			“Brown!” Tessa said in her sternest voice. She was from the wrong side of Detroit and was the disciplinarian of the family. I had never hit either of my children.

			“I think I was in a state of shock,” I said to my son. Tessa flashed her angry look at me.

			“You know,” I continued, ignoring her stare, “that policeman hit me in the head and then I was thrown into a jail cell. They were saying that I had done something terrible to a child and so the police were all mad at me. And that Farthey man with that red swastika tattooed on his chest—”

			“Marty,” Tessa said. “We don’t need to talk about it now. You have to get some rest.”

			The kids were both looking at me, a little startled by the dynamic at the table. I couldn’t blame them. Their world had been knocked off its foundation. If Tessa had been arrested, it would have been more understandable. She was the wild, hot-blooded one. She might go to jail or kill somebody with her bare hands—but not me.

			I was the one who would try to reason with a burglar or forgive someone who struck me.

			“Your mother’s right,” I said. “We should get a good night’s sleep and talk about this after the dust has had time to settle. I’m home and that’s all that matters.”

			In the bedroom I took off my clothes while Tessa changed into her pink nightgown. She was in her mid-thirties and used to being with me. She had a shapely figure and her breasts stood up under the soft cotton. I could see her nipples and, even with all that I’d been through, I became aroused again.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said in a tone that would put a damper on any man’s hard-on.

			“Come here,” I—or, more accurately, the template of the man I always wanted to be—said.

			“What?” There was uncertainty and maybe a little excitement in Tessa’s tone.

			“I said come here.”

			I sat down on the little padded bench that stood in front of her makeup table.

			Tessa took two steps toward me and stopped.

			“I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Marty, but—”

			I stood up quickly and she stopped talking. Reaching down, I lifted the hem of her nightgown and then picked her up by her buttocks. When I lowered her it was onto my full erection.

			“Marty!” she cried.

			It wasn’t me—that’s what I wanted to tell her. It wasn’t me but the man created from the stuff of my desires now called upon to protect me. He had seen my wife and for a moment taken over my actions.

			Slowly, with great strength, he lifted and lowered her with mechanical syncopation. She gripped my shoulder and moaned in my ear. I continued the motions until she came and then I did. Then I carried her to the bed and lowered her.

			“Take off that nightgown,” I said, standing over her and still erect.

			“Marty, what’s gotten into you?”

			“Take it off.”

			I fucked my wife for hours. That’s the truth. In our many years together I had been loving and attentive, always attracted to my firecracker wife. I had made love to her many nights. Sometimes we may have simply had sex. But that night I fucked that woman like a drunken sailor on leave—in wartime.

			“Baby, you got to give it a rest,” she whispered when I hovered over her again.

			“I need you,” Temple said with my vocal chords. I named him that night.

			“Your little girl is sore,” she said in an unusually conciliatory tone. “She needs some rest.”

			My breath was coming fast and I was still hard and ready.

			“Please, baby,” Tessa said.

			That was when the transition occurred. Looking at Tessa through Temple’s eyes, there was a shift in my awareness and suddenly I was in control again. There was the feeling of an emotional vacuum or maybe a lessening of pressure inside my head.

			“Did I hurt you?” I asked.

			“You hurt me good,” she said with a smile that I had never elicited before.

			She kissed me and pulled me down next to her.

			“I didn’t believe that you could have even been in a fight before tonight, Martin.” She also had a name for my alter ego—not Marty but Martin, not a boy but a man.

			“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe that dream drove me insane.”

			“Tell me about this dream.” Tessa turned to me, her breast resting on my shoulder.

			I was a different man, and that man became aroused by a woman he had been watching have wild sex with another.

			“No, Martin,” she said. “I told you I’m worn out.”

			Taking in a deep breath I closed my eyes, trying to remember my dream while forgetting desire.

			“I, I fell asleep like I usually do—imagining that I was transported somehow to Superman’s Fortress of Solitude—”

			“That’s how you fall asleep?” Tessa asked. She put her hand on my chest.

			“If you don’t want more sex, you can’t touch me like that,” I said.

			“Oh,” she said shyly, pulling her hand away. “Sorry.”

			“I never told you about my fantasy?”

			“No. What’s a fortress of solitude like?”

			“It’s located in the North Pole and is impregnable. I imagine being there, and that makes me feel safe. No one and nothing can get to me there.”

			“Sounds like a good place to go on vacation.”

			“Usually I only have to think about being there and I go right to sleep. But the other night I didn’t fall off immediately. I walked around the place, looking at the odd plants and the little city in a five-gallon glass jar. I had been wandering around for a while marveling at the amazing collection of alien artifacts when I became aware that this wasn’t my dream.”

			“What do you mean, not yours?”

			“It’s like I started out in my dream and then wandered into another reality. You know, like walking through a door in your own home and coming out in the house next door.”

			Tessa sat up and peered into my eyes. “Like you left your own mind?”

			“I found this long corridor that was formed from a yellow metal, but not gold. I walked for ages. Finally I got to a large room where there was this huge pile of glowing blue stones. The pile was as big as a small hill. You know, like the one the kids go climbing on at Griffith Park. And I became aware that the hill was alive.”

			“Wow. That’s some dream.”

			“That was only the beginning. I realized that the hill had an odor or a vibration, maybe it was like ­radiation—ultraviolet rays or something like that. Anyway, I knew that there was intelligent communication being imparted to me but I had to learn the language. It took a very, very long time.”

			Decades. I sat down before that blue hill and thought for so long that my body died and turned to dust. I didn’t tell Tessa that part. When I arose I was pure spirit—ready to receive my lesson.

			“And what did the mountain have to say?” Tessa asked.

			These words shocked me back to awareness.

			“That I was the cure,” I said.

			“The cure for what?”

			“Man is only an early step in a complex viral system.”

			“Viral system? What are you talking about?” Tessa was an office manager for Klega Toys International but she trained as a nurse. At one point she had even considered becoming a doctor.

			“We are innately a self-mutilating race,” I said. “It starts out with tattoos and scarification, pacemakers and false limbs. But that will soon give way to mechanical implants combined with gene-splicing techniques. In just ten thousand years individual human beings will expand their physical selves to the size of moons—even planets.”

			“That’s what you dreamed about?”

			“Biology resists the pull of gravity,” I quoted from a sermon given by a pile of blue rock. “We see meaning in this resistance. At first it doesn’t seem like anything serious. The universe continues its gyre and nothing is different. But if the infection of DNA moves to the level of interstellar domination, the natural flow of things will be thrown off. Sentience older than a billion trillion reiterations of existence will simply cease to be.”

			“And you’re the cure?” Tessa asked.

			“I don’t really remember,” I said truthfully. “All I know is that there are one hundred and seven alternatives that, when combined or pitted against each other, represent millions of scenarios that would stop the onset of oblivion.”

			“My stomach feels funny,” Tessa said.

			“The power of the mind is greater than even our greatest thinkers have surmised,” I said as if in answer to her complaint. “We can recreate ourselves to a great degree by thought alone.”

			“Could you get me some Bromo?” she said.

			Temple laid my left hand on her head while placing my right palm on her lower abdomen. She lay back under this pressure.

			“Your hands are hot,” Tessa whispered. “That feels good. Real good.”

			She passed out soon after. I sat there looking at her through another man’s eyes. It was an odd experience. At that point in our development, Temple and I were unable to communicate directly. He had his job and I had mine. It was possible, even likely, that I had had a schizophrenic breakdown during my long dream. Temple was a made-up persona who had a lusty appetite and hot hands.

			Tessa writhed under my touch, responding to some internal chemistry.

			I sat there next to her, between this world and a place that probably did not exist.

			“Your mother has a fever,” I said to Seal at the breakfast table just after six thirty the next morning. “Probably all the excitement.”

			“You need me to stay home with her, Daddy?” she asked, looking up from her book.

			“No, baby, just look in on her and make sure she takes some aspirin.”

			“Are you okay, Daddy?”

			I took a deep breath and then exhaled before saying, “You know? I think I’m all right. Everything that happened feels like a dream.”

			“Wasn’t it a dream that started all this?”

			“What are you reading?”

			“One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García Márquez.”

			“Is it good?”

			“I don’t really get it, but it’s fun.”

			I went to the room I use as my home office and searched the Internet for information on myself and the crimes I had committed. Seven articles, sixty-two blog posts, and four video news reports were immediately available.

			A lot of the information was erroneous or mere supposition, but there were some interesting ideas. An online TV news outlet quoted an anonymous police source as saying that Lon Farthey had been bludgeoned to death, that the habitual criminal had taken a terrible beating.

			If this account was true, I thought, then it had to be someone else who fought with Farthey. Physically he was my superior and obviously an abler fighter than I. I didn’t have the strength or the nature to inflict such damage.

			That’s when I thought of Temple.

			I didn’t have the strength or inclination to lift my wife up and down like I was some kind of mindless oil derrick . . .

			I went to the front door to retrieve the newspaper. My crimes had made the lower left-hand corner of the front page of the Times: INNOCENT MAN SLAUGHTERS CELLMATE, the caption read. The article had my name and address, the details of the arrest with statements from the arresting officers, and an account of Lon Farthey’s arrests and convictions.

			I read the piece six times and then returned to my den to call Lena Clayborn.

			“Just a moment and I’ll connect you,” a young man told me.

			There was a short span of profound silence and then, “Lena speaking.”

			“You’re in?” I said, somewhat surprised.

			“Lawyers get paid by the pound,” she replied. “Can you come in in an hour, Mr. Just?”

			“Yes. I’ll be there.”

			Celestine was sitting next to her mother, reading her book of magic realism. Tessa was asleep but looked to be on the verge of consciousness. She was restless even while at rest.

			“You better get ready to go, honey,” I said to my daughter.

			“Can’t I wait till she wakes up, Daddy?”

			Brown was coming down the hall toward me. He was wearing black jeans and a dark-red T-shirt that had the words SMASH CUT printed in jagged letters across the chest in electric yellow.

			“Wanna give me a ride to school, Dad?”

			“Sure,” I replied to both my children.

			After dropping Brown off at the entrance of Hollywood High I drove downtown to a white stone office building on Grand. There, on the seventh floor, were the offices of Clayborn, Pettigrew, and Grey.

			The skinny young Black man at the front desk knew me by sight. Somehow the people at the Times had found a photo of me at an office function, probably from an online site. He led me down a hall lined with bookshelves filled with law books and file folders, finally coming to a closed, cream-colored door.

			He knocked.

			“Come in.”

			The slender clerk pushed the door open, bidding me enter with the same gesture.

			I walked into the sun-flooded room, surprised by the airiness and light.

			I guess I looked impressed by Lena’s digs because she said, “I get the morning sun. It makes me want to come to work early. How are you managing?”

			“I feel like the best-known name in LA. Yesterday, it seemed like even my wife didn’t know my name.”

			“Sit down, Mr. Just.”

			Clayborn’s broad wooden desk was painted clamshell pink, while the two wooden chairs before it, looking very much like kitchen chairs, were a carefree turquoise.

			“What are we going to do?” I asked my lawyer upon sitting.

			“So you want me to represent you?”

			“I thought we already settled that question.”

			“Your wife retained me, Mr. Just. I need you to accept her choice.”

			“Have you represented criminal cases before?”

			“That’s all I do. Tessa knew me because I represented an old boyfriend of hers—Truth Billings.”

			The mention of Truth sparked a question in my head.

			“And what can you say about my problem?” I asked, pushing the speculation down.

			“There’s not much there to convict you on either charge. You were naked in public view . . .”

			I suddenly had the almost irresistible urge to bite Ms. Clayborn. I was salivating and my jaws were clenched. Had I, in my sleep, been transformed into the living dead?

			I closed my eyes and shivered.

			“Is there something wrong, Mr. Just?”

			“Call me Martin, will you, Lena? We, we shouldn’t stand on ceremony.”

			I opened my eyes and forced a smile. Slowly, the impulse to devour my attorney ebbed away.

			“As far as the manslaughter charge is concerned . . . Martin, the bruises on your throat trump the ones on your fists.”

			I sighed.

			“It’s all so crazy,” I said.

			“Do you remember what happened?”

			“Only what I told the judge. I had that crazy dream and woke up disoriented. I’m still not right.”

			“I’d like you to go see my doctor. She can check you over for any underlying illness or trauma.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Okay. Maybe she’ll be able to tell me something helpful.”

			An appointment was made by phone. Dr. Ella Portman would see me as soon as I could make it to her office on Wilshire Boulevard.

			I stopped in the medical building’s parking garage and called my wife.

			“Hello?” Seal answered.

			“You’re still there, honey? I thought you were going to school.”

			“Mom needs me to hang around. And I really like this book.”

			“Is she up?”

			“Mom,” young Celestine called, and a moment passed.

			In that small span of time I wondered what I could do to escape my feelings of doom. My parents were both dead. My mother had been an only child and my father an orphan. I had no brothers or sisters, first cousins, uncles, or aunts. There was no family for me to call. I didn’t want Tessa or the children to have to bear my dread.

			“Marty?” Tessa murmured. I had changed from her lover to husband once more. “How are you feeling, baby?”

			“You haven’t called me that in years.”

			“Time has fallen out of kilter,” she said. I remember thinking that this was an odd choice of phrase.

			“Where are you?”

			“In a parking garage getting ready to go see a doctor.”

			“Is something wrong?”

			“The lawyer sent me. How are you feeling?”

			“The nausea is gone. But I’m seeing things.”

			“That doesn’t sound good. Maybe you’re the one who should go see a doctor.”

			“No,” my wife said in a distant tone. “No. I’m not having hallucinations or anything like that. I’m seeing things that are very ordinary as if for the first time. I picked up the old thimble that came down from my great-great-grandmother, Narwyn. My mom told me that she used to be a seamstress on the Pinewood Plantation in Hickton, Mississippi, over a hundred years ago.

			“I studied the little finger cap for quarter of an hour. I saw the details and the way the finger pad was roughened to work against a needle’s point. There’s an enamel drawing of a white man in a top hat where the thumbnail fits. He’s holding up a piece of cloth . . . I never noticed that before.”

			“What’s wrong, baby?”

			“Was that you with me last night?” Tessa asked.

			“Of course it was me. You saw me, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. But you acted like another man. I called you Martin. I never call you Martin.”

			“I have to go to see this doctor, Tessa. Are you going to be all right?”

			“I’m fine. I’m just keeping Seal around in case I get stuck looking at something.”

			“Stuck?”

			“Go on, Marty. I’ll see you when you get home.”

			“You can put your clothes back on, Mr. Just,” Dr. Ella Portman said.

			“Any bones broken in my hands?”

			“No. Deep bruises, though. Were you in a fight?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“There are no head injuries,” she said, doubting my faulty memory.

			Dr. Portman was over seventy, tall, and distinguished looking. She had silver hair and was quite thin. Her yellow eyes, behind gold-rimmed glasses, were deep set and inquisitive.

			“I was in jail,” I said. “That was the trauma.”

			“What were you arrested for?”

			“Haven’t you read the paper today?”

			“I usually save all the papers up for Sunday and flip through them while on the exercise bike. Most of what you are told is lies. My father said that to me when I was just a child and I’ve always found it to be true.”

			“How am I, Doctor?”

			“Are you a health enthusiast, Mr. Just?”

			“No. I got three exercise machines sitting in the garage but never use them.”

			“Vegetarian?”

			“If pork is eggplant and lobster tail is really a fruit of the sea.”

			“You have the skin and eyes of an infant and your muscle tone is impressive. You never exercise?”

			“How’s my blood?”

			“We won’t know that for a few days. But from everything I can tell, you are in excellent health for a man half your age.”

			I didn’t go straight home. Instead I wandered over to Hancock Park and sat down on a bench next to the fenced-in tar pits. It was the most ancient place I knew of, and my mood was tending toward the prehistoric.

			I couldn’t, at the time, remember anything about the Plan other than that it was something as old as the ancestors of the atoms that my body was composed of. Beneath me, deep in the soil, lay the bones of wooly mammoths and saber-toothed tigers. This same history resided in my flesh, my bones. My existence was both impossible and eternally recurring, related to every event in the wide universe and particular, though in no way unique.

			While I sat there watching the fence that kept the casual human or animal from meandering to its doom, I tried to understand my predicament.

			Was I crazy? Maybe I’d had a stroke in the night. Dr. Portman hadn’t used any advanced examination tools to scan my brain. My perception could have been off like a derailed high-speed train barreling through primordial woods.

			It struck me that I had neither gone to work nor called to explain that I’d be out for a few days. The job I had worked at for seventeen years meant nothing to me.

			Forty-seven. That’s how old I was. Three and a half months and I’d be forty-eight. Tessa was ten years younger. She’d been going out with a drug dealer, the man named Truth Billings, when we, she and I, met at an upscale coffee shop in Westwood. I was working on my graduate thesis on ancient philosophy and she asked me why I was reading those boring books. I asked her out. She said that her boyfriend would kill me. Actually, she called him her old man. I took her to Santa Barbara for a three-day weekend. We talked and talked about school and the inherent opportunities connected to education. We didn’t have sex. I felt impotent next to her vitality and beauty, but for some reason this caused her to have affection for me.

			I took her home on Tuesday, and Truth was waiting inside. He was taller and blacker than I, with a vicious scar under his right eye. He pointed a pistol at my head and told me to get out.

			I refused. This was the one act of true bravery in all of my forty-seven years.

			Tessa told me to go.

			Once again, I refused.

			Truth told me that he would not hesitate to kill me.

			I told him that I loved Tessa.

			He said that she was his woman.

			I asked him if he would die for her.

			“Tessa?” he said.

			“Yeah?” she replied.

			“You love this niggah here?”

			“I don’t know for sure,” she said, “but I think so.”

			He pressed the muzzle against my forehead.

			“You know what I learned livin’ in the street?” he asked.

			“No.”

			“Whatever you can take from me—you can have.”

			He put the gun at the back of his pants, under a white gabardine jacket, and walked out of Tessa’s studio apartment. They have remained friends over the years. He’s been to prison and, Tessa tells me, is now out of the drug trade. I never see him. She’s told me that he says he wants her back, but she tells him that she’s got a family now and there’s no going back from that.

			Something about her claim seemed to have importance beyond our relationship, at least at that moment in time. There was no going back for me either. Whether I was crazy or something beyond Superman and his vaunted Fortress of Solitude, I could not go back to the man I was, living the meaningless if wonderful life of a mortal human being at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

			The front door was open when I got home at 7:17 that evening. Normally, that simple fact would have scared me. I’ve always been a nervous kind of guy. But now an open door was just par for the course, as my father, a man who never golfed in his life, used to say.

			“I’m home,” I called upon entering the foyer of our modest two-story home.

			“Here we are,” a man said in a forced, coarse falsetto voice.

			Three men in jeans, T-shirts, and tattooed white flesh met me in the living room. My family was seated on the long tan sofa. Brown’s left eye was puffy and blackened, while Seal’s jaw had a stoic set to it with contradictorily frightened eyes.

			When Tessa’s eyes met mine, they lit up and she gave a muted smile.

			“It’s the head nigger,” the white man who had greeted me said. His voice was now a moderate tenor if still a bit coarse. “We been waitin’ for you to start the party.”

			The other two men were standing guard behind my family.

			It was all pathetically apparent. These men were associates of Lon Farthey. They had read, or had someone read to them, the address of my home in the irresponsible daily paper. I was to be tortured and killed but not before my wife and daughter were raped and my son slaughtered.

			It was Temple who made these assumptions. I never would have jumped to conclusions so quickly. I was a thinker, a de facto diplomat. I would have asked what they wanted. Maybe I would have offered them money and my silence.

			All Temple did was condemn and salivate. He hunched down like a dog in my breast. All I had to do was relinquish control and he would show me, and my grinning wife, what real manhood was.

			I relaxed my hold on this physical realm and Temple leapt at the mouthpiece for the gang. With his/my left elbow he cracked the big, fat white man’s jaw.

			“Hey!” yelled both of his friends.

			Then Temple socked the shocked leader right in the Adam’s apple. His next action was a bit of a surprise. He bit viciously into the side of the man’s neck.

			I was, Temple was, leaping over the sofa while the defeated leader slumped to the floor. My inordinately powerful hands grabbed the closest and shortest man by the shoulders and slammed him against the wall with such force that he was immediately rendered unconscious. I bit into his jaw and let him drop.

			When I turned to the last attacker, he was both afraid and armed with a vicious-looking hunting knife.

			I quailed at the prospect, but Temple grinned.

			“Get him, honey,” Tessa said.

			Time slowed to a quarter its natural speed. The last invader moved back, felt the wall behind him, and then came forward at a speed he believed was good enough to accomplish his murderous ends. I waited, waited, waited until the point of his blade was maybe four inches from my chest.

			Celestine yelled.

			I, or more correctly Temple, grabbed the big man’s wrist, moved to the side while twisting the arm behind him, and then bit deeply into the back of his neck. He yelled and crumpled to the floor, disoriented and weak.

			I used an ochre pillow from the sofa to wipe the blood from my lips and chin. I was still salivating, like a feral predator.

			“Daddy!” Seal shouted, but it was Tessa who ran into my arms. She kissed my bloody mouth and grunted with secondhand satisfaction.

			The real me, Marty, was appalled by my actions and her response. But Temple was in my hands and arms. It was Temple who returned her victorious kiss.

			“Brown,” Temple said.

			“Yeah, Dad?”

			“We’re going to lay these guys out side by side on the floor here. Move the coffee table over against the wall.”

			The smaller guy was already unconscious so I moved him first. The other two were woozy, losing consciousness in slow motion. I pushed them down and laid them out on the floor next to their compatriot.

			“Should I call the police?” asked Seal.

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“You’ll see. Why don’t you go in the kitchen and boil some water, honey?”

			In a trance-like state, Celestine walked out of the living room. Tessa was holding my arm while Brown gazed vacantly, slowly giving in to shock.

			“Get Brown a shot of whiskey,” I said to my wife.

			She grinned and left my side.

			“Have a seat, son.”

			He backed toward the couch and fell rather than properly sitting down.

			“I tried to stop them,” he mumbled, “but that guy knocked me down.”

			He was pointing at the man I hit in the throat. I scanned the inert bodies. They were all unconscious. The first man I hit, the one who struck my son, might have been dead.

			One by one I ripped open the fronts of their T-shirts. When I was finished Tessa returned with a water glass half filled with amber fluid. This she handed to our son.

			“Drink as much as you can, Brown,” I said. And then to my wife, “Go see about Seal.”

			Tessa smiled at me. She was a new woman, as changed as I was. I realized then, under the dominant worldview of Temple, that my power was to infect, with the edicts of infinity, my own blood. The men I fought were touched by the influence of my saliva, but in a more profound way Tessa was altered by the transmission of blood.

			I went to the men one by one and laid my hand upon their bare chests. My palm felt hot.

			The third man that I had bitten writhed in agony at the touch. Almost instantly I understood that he was responding to some kind of celestial contagion that manifested itself through the alpha personality that was now anchored to my mild and mortal being.

			Brown sipped at his whiskey, not looking at the men laid out on the floor like dead and dying bodies set out in preparation for mass burial.

			I waited.

			Last bitten, first risen. The man who had only been infected by my saliva sat up and looked at me.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“You and your friends came in here for retribution,” Temple replied.

			Sitting on his butt, hugging his knees, the man nodded.

			“But all that’s over now,” I said, taking control from my newly minted alter ego.

			Again the man nodded.

			“What’s your name?” I asked him.

			“They call me Rat Man,” the little guy said, nodding toward his unconscious cronies, “but my name is Mason, Mason Drinkman.”

			Looking into each other’s eyes, Mason and I seemed to be transferring unconscious information. While we stared, my wife and daughter came in from the kitchen.

			Brown was still sipping his whiskey.

			The smaller man sat up.

			His name was Sean Gardener, and he was also known as Reaper. He turned to a shivering Celestine and said, “I’m sorry for what we did and what we was gonna do. I don’t even understand it now.”

			My daughter nodded and looked away. She would have fled if Tessa hadn’t been holding her by the shoulders.

			“What about Rooster?” Mason “Rat Man” Drinkman asked.

			“He’s dead,” Temple said with my voice box.

			Brown stood up suddenly, looking down on the corpse.

			“You want us to take care of it?” Reaper asked.

			“That won’t be necessary,” Temple replied.

			And, as if responding to an implied command, the dead home invader sprang to life, coming to his feet and holding his deeply bruised Adam’s apple. He began coughing, fell back onto his knees, and vomited thick, black fluid.

			Wild-eyed, he said to the floor, “I was, was, was dead. I was dead.”

			Everyone in the room was staring at him, a little stunned. Even Temple was silent.

			The would-be killer nicknamed Rooster looked up at the wall and said, “He’s out there. He’s out there.” He was more afraid of the entity outside than he was of his own death and resurrection.

			For a moment Temple and I shared the same point of view. There was someone outside—we could feel it too.

			I moved toward the front of the house.

			“Daddy!” Celestine protested.

			“It’s okay, Seal,” Tessa assured her. “These men are no longer a danger to us.”

			I went out the front door and onto our well-manicured lawn. It was dark outside by then. Half a block away, equidistant between two lamp posts, successfully keeping himself to the shadows, stood a man of slender build. He wore a white trench coat and seemed to be bald, or maybe balding. I could feel him watching me, looking for some clue to my nature.

			I could see why Resurrected Rooster was so disturbed. The man watching my house gave the impression of hollowness, a black hole that attracted and decimated all life. He was the Angel of Death.

			I couldn’t see his eyes but I could feel him watching me. In this way we became intimately aware of each other. I could feel his contempt for my beating heart and living mind. There was a moment of uncertainty. The man in the shadows was considering what action to take. Then Rat Man, Reaper, and Rooster came out on the lawn to join me.

			They exuded prodigious health brought on by Temple’s feral bites.

			“That him?” Rat Man asked.

			“He must have read about me in the papers too,” I said, nodding.

			“I don’t think he can take all four of us,” Rooster said. “But I won’t be of much use against him.”

			“Yes,” Temple agreed. “Because you were so recently dead, he will have some sovereignty over you.”

			“I’d resist him,” Rooster told the man in my skin. “And you got these two and your wife. She’s got some power, that one.”

			Maybe the man down the street could hear our words. He hunched his shoulders and then turned away. In a moment or two he was gone.

			The five of us—three white-supremacist gangbangers, Temple, and I—stood for long minutes on the front lawn, stunned by the absence that the death-­master’s departure left in his wake. None of us, not even Rooster who died and was resurrected, had ever been in the presence of anything so absolute, so crushing.

			There was no longer any doubt in my mind that I had been altered in the Long Sleep of Transformation. All of us, five men in four bodies, stood in that terrible moment of grace. We were all out of our depth like shipwrecked sailors afloat on a calm sea rife with sleek, brown-tipped sharks.

			And there was blood in the water.

			Tessa was in the kitchen making hot chocolate when we came back into the house. Brown was slouched over on the couch and Seal had gone up to her room.

			The home invaders with their torn T-shirts and new outlooks took seats around my son while I went to visit with my wife. I wasn’t worried about Brown’s safety, because we were all on one side—at least for the moment.

			Tessa watched me while chopping the block of unsweetened chocolate she used for this special treat.

			“Is he gone?” she asked.

			“The man outside?”

			“The other one,” she said. “The one in you.”

			“Yes,” I said, a little surprised by the revelation that Temple was not omnipresent in my consciousness.

			“I couldn’t see him until after the fever was gone,” she said. “But I could tell when you—when he—started fighting.”

			“I don’t know what I think about that,” I said. “About him.”

			“He’s just a part of you,” my wife comforted. “Something that was created out of necessity. That was you making love to me.”

			“It didn’t feel like it.”

			“No,” she agreed, “but I can see that he comes out of the long road of your mind.”

			“Why can’t I see that? It’s like, it’s like I forgot everything.”

			“You are the fount, Marty,” Tessa told me. “You cannot be aware. But I can read you because we have the same blood. And those men out there, they receive something too—something that gives them purpose beyond revenge. We all know our missions, but you, and the man inside you, act on reflex and instinct.”

			“Why?”

			“Because that’s the way it is.”

			While talking, Tessa warmed the milk and blended in the fancy chocolate and brown sugar. She put some white powder in a red mug, two shots of brandy in a blue one, and then poured the hot confection into five white cups and the two mugs.

			“Hot chocolate!” she cried.

			I brought the men, including my son, in from the living room while Tessa collected our frightened daughter from her upstairs bedroom.

			Once we were all gathered around the high table in the kitchen, Tessa gave the red mug to our daughter and the blue one to our son. The rest of us grabbed the white cups and drank.

			“My mother used to make hot chocolate,” Reaper said. “She used powder out of a can that already had sugar in it, but me and Malcolm loved that stuff, man. She’d only do it when we had both been good for a few days, so it was only about once a month or so that we got it, but it was extra sweet because of that.”

			After finishing his little speech, Reaper—Sean Gardener—went quiet, reflecting on a long life. I thought that he might be wondering about the chocolate he was drinking right then—how that particular brew was a portent for what might come.

			“Only chocolate milk I ever had was cold,” Rooster said. He had a wide, florid face with gray eyes and two missing teeth. His voice was rough and hoarse, ingratiating in a roguish way. “Mama used to buy a box of sweet powder and a gallon of milk. They’d both be gone by morning.”

			“Drink your chocolate,” Tessa said to Celestine.

			Our frightened daughter obeyed.

			“What happened to us?” Rat Man asked me.

			I waited for a beat to see if Temple would come out and answer.

			When he didn’t respond, I said, “I had a dream.”

			“A dream?” Rooster rasped. “What kinda dream?”

			“I don’t remember it completely,” I said. “As a matter of fact, I don’t remember very much. There was a declaration in the farthest reaches of infinity that life here on Earth threatened the well-being of existence.”

			“The universe is afraid of a little man?” Rooster said quizzically.

			“Not just humanity,” I said, speaking a truth that I was not quite aware of. “Life itself, the DNA molecule, is the threat, along with the machinations and machines that we produce.”

			“But only men make machines,” Reaper said.

			“The only real machine is the molecule we’re made from,” I replied. “One day we will splice ourselves with lions and porcupines, sharks and larks. We will build machines attached to our neurons, and each of us will grow to proportions greater than this solar system. The sad truth is that because we can imagine the universe, we can also destroy it.”

			Celestine shivered and then yawned.

			Brown’s head was drooping and I worried that he might fall off his high stool.

			“You kiddin’, right?” Rat Man said in response to my obviously exaggerated claim.

			“Not at all. We are an anomaly, an infection.”

			“Like you get with strep throat or the clap?” Reaper asked.

			Rooster nodded, agreeing with the underlying meaning of the question.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“But don’t an infection need a body to live on?” Rooster said.

			“The universe is a living thing—actually an interdependent collection of living things that coexist and have done so through a billion trillion reiterations.”

			“I don’t get ya,” Rat Man said. In one way or another all three men were reborn, but that didn’t increase their vocabularies.

			“The universe is a phoenix,” I explained, wondering what Temple would think of my words. “It dies in flame and is reborn from the ashes again and again, every time the same but . . . deeper, more complex. DNA-based life is but one of these added complexities.”

			“And what’s our job?” Reaper asked.

			Seal fell from her stool but Resurrected Rooster was there to catch her.

			“Her bedroom is the first one on the left at the top of the stairs,” Tessa said to a man who just an hour before was her mortal enemy.

			“Our job is to save life, or as much of it as possible, from the insanity of the Eschaton,” I said as the portly racist carried my daughter from the room.

			“Say what?” Reaper asked.

			“There is a delicate dance done by all the matter, antimatter, gravities, temporal incongruities, and less explainable forces of the universe. Before the beginning there was mostly nothing and nowhere. Somehow the beings that now form our universe willed themselves into existence. If life has its way, that delicate balance will be dissolved and all that ever was, the same and not the same, will be as if it had never been.

			“Like a man when he dies,” Rooster said.

			The big thug had returned from my daughter’s bedroom. He had a very serious look in his gray eyes.

			“But on a much grander scale,” I said.

			“A man is bigger than a ant,” Rooster argued. “A ant is even bigger compared to a germ. But they all die. They all face this—what you call it—this dissolving.”

			“What are you getting at?” I asked the tattooed behemoth.

			“I died and came back to life,” he said. “There’s something wrong with that. It’s like goin’ to bed on a Thursday and wakin’ up the Tuesday before.”

			Temple smiled with my mouth and said, “I don’t give a fuck about what the cosmic forces want or don’t want. I’m here to make sure that your babies have babies and that the forests can grow in ignorant bliss. I’m here so that guy we saw outside, and a dozen more like him, don’t get their way and just wipe out all life.”

			“And who are you?” Rat Man asked.

			“What?” Brown said to this question. He got off the counter stool and staggered on his feet toward Mason Drinkman. Rat Man wasn’t small, but his taupe hair was naturally spikey and he had eyebrows arched up in rodent-like fashion.

			“That’s my father,” Brown slurred. He was drunk and confused. I think he was intending to throw a punch.

			But Tessa put her arms around him and he wobbled to a standstill.

			“Come upstairs with me, BB,” she said.

			“But he said that about Pops,” Brown complained.

			“Come on,” she said, pulling on his brawny, footballer arms.

			They staggered toward the hall and stairway.

			My template turned to Rat Man and said, “I am the Martin Just that Martin Just always wanted to be. I’m strong and fast and believe what I think to be the right way to do things. He calls me Temple. You can too if you want.”

			“There’s a whole lotta people out there like that man we saw in the street?” asked Reaper.

			“About a dozen.”

			“It woulda been touch and go with all of us up against him alone. Don’t ask me how, but I could feel the power comin’ offa him.”

			“Yeah, but, there’s more out there like me, too,” Temple replied. “And there’s others who have jobs that I can’t even explain.”

			“How many?” Rooster asked.

			“One hundred and six, seven if you include me.”

			“And they’re all out there wanting to end all life?” Rat Man asked.

			“Marty wants to save the world. Dead Man out there wants to end it. Some of us are interested in trees or fish—or the planet itself, which will almost certainly survive the writhing molecule. It’s our job to resolve our differences.”

			“What does that mean?” Rooster asked.

			“Either kiss, kill, or isolate.”

			The three white men in torn white T-shirts stared at Temple, wondering what to ask next. But before they could bring another question to a level of articulation, Temple said, “You guys should clear out of here for the night. The kids are still scared of you and Marty needs some time with his wife.”

			“Suppose we say no?” Rooster challenged. This was the first indication that the change had not made him a vassal as I had at first supposed.

			“I’ll kill you,” Temple said.

			“You think you could take all three of us?”

			“I did once already tonight.”

			“Come on, Harold,” Reaper said to Rooster. “We done messed with these people enough already.”

			A few beats went by while the man who sometimes inhabited my body and the men who had been intent on slaughtering my family faced off.

			“When you want us to come back?” Rat Man asked at last.

			“At the end of the day tomorrow,” Temple said, “after five. And when you’re out there, look out for that pale guy. Don’t think you can take him. You can’t, and we can’t lose you guys. Not yet.”

			Temple walked the three members of the Aryan gang to the door. As he watched them leave, his resolve dissipated and I became myself again.

			It was an odd feeling—like having a blockage pulled out of your nasal cavity. It felt good and at the same time somehow uncomfortable.

			I stood there for long minutes, at the open front door. The dark block had not changed but the universe had placed its full attention there. It was an invisible, intangible miracle—an event I would have preferred never to have been aware of.

			“Marty?” Tessa was standing there behind me.

			“You can tell the difference between us?”

			“I can,” she admitted, “but it’s hard to say how. But both men are you, baby. One of them is just free of his, his inhibitions.”

			“And he can fuck you while standing up and beat two men twice his size to death in the span of half a day. Then he can raise one of those men from the dead.”

			“He had sex with me to pass on your blood,” she said, as if I weren’t expressing my rage. “I can see that there’s a full-fledged war being waged by a hundred and seven warriors. You’re one of those warriors. The man you’re so jealous of is just another aspect of you.”

			“But it’s like I’m just a butler or a janitor and all you—Rooster, Temple, and all the rest—are more aware, more powerful . . . more important.”

			Tessa smiled at me and shook her head lovingly. She said, “You’re like the king in a chess game. Your survival is our only hope.”

			“Why the fuck is he so much stronger than me?”

			“I keep telling you, baby, he is you.”

			That conversation might have gone on for hours. We could have said the exact same words over and over again, mimicking the recurring universe that had tasked me and my brethren with changing everything.

			We could have talked forever but Tessa said, “We have to go upstairs.”

			“What for?”

			She turned away and walked into the house. I resisted going after her for three long minutes. I wanted the trajectory of the world, seemingly set in motion by my dream, to stop. I thought that if I could just stay still, the danger would pass.

			But standing there in the dark, moonless night, I knew that there was no escape from this unasked for destiny. Even my own mind was given over to the task of saving a doomed world.

			I went into the electric glare of the silent house and walked up the stairs, more like a man sentenced to death than an interstellar agent set against the absolute holocaust posed by all things living.

			There were two single beds set against opposite walls in Celestine’s room. She had asked for the pair of smaller beds in lieu of a larger one because she often had friends sleep over and this was a good way to accommodate her social tendencies. Seal was unconscious on her side and Brown was out cold on the visitor’s cot.

			On a small table that Tessa had dragged between the two beds was her old medical bag from when she did a stint as a nurse for Doctors without Borders. I had convinced her to take this job after she got her nursing degree. When she returned, she told me that she loved me because my passion for her set her free rather than limiting her to what everyone else expected.

			Next to the table was a pink padded chair that Seal used to sit in front of her blue vanity.

			Tessa gestured at the chair and I sat obediently.

			From the bag she took out two sealed packages containing single-use hypodermics. As she severed the packages with a scalpel, Tessa spoke.

			“You saved my life, Marty,” she said. “I know I always let you think that I was happy to get with a man that I could throw around in the bed, that I could make him feel like there was no coming down. But none of that was true . . .” She took out the first injection device and looked at me. “You risked your life to take me away, and all you did was tell me how much you were learning. It was on that holiday I knew that I could be somebody and not somebody’s dog.”

			She reached into the bag and took out a small bottle of liquid and a cotton ball.

			“Roll up your left sleeve, baby,” she said, “and swab down the skin just above the crook of the arm.”

			“Why did Seal faint?” I asked while doing what I was told.

			“I crushed three sleeping pills and put them in her cocoa.”

			“Why?”

			She grasped my forearm and expertly drew the blood. Then she went over to Celestine’s bed and injected her in the hip. My daughter’s lips parted and her eyes opened. She looked right at me but I don’t think she saw anything.

			“Once more,” my wife said.

			She approached me with the second needle and I held out a hand to stop her.

			“What?” she asked.

			“We haven’t discussed this,” I said. “We always talk about things, Tess. That’s something we agreed on way back in the beginning.”

			“Words are what humans use because they have lost or maybe they never had the talent for knowing,” she said. This phrase seemed familiar but I couldn’t remember where it had come from. “You gave me your blood, baby. Everything is in that. The dogs have been loosed on the world and you might be the only one who can save us—leaf and fin, scale and mind.”

			“But I don’t remember.”

			“Give me your right arm.”

			She took more blood and then said, “Hold Brown down while I inject him.”

			The request alone called up Temple. He moved through my skin to hold Brown by the shoulders. When the high school quarterback bucked from the pain, my inner anchor held him down with ease. A moment after the inoculation Brown fell back into restful unconsciousness.

			I stared at my son, wondering how I could be involved in such perversions without even a discussion. He was my boy and I loved him without expectation. He could have been anything, done anything, and I would still adore him. But I was proud of him too. He’d fought with the big Aryan avenger. He had suffered for not being strong enough to protect his mother and sister.

			I felt something wet and soft against the webbing of skin between my left thumb and forefinger. Looking, I saw that Tessa had knelt down to kiss that hand.

			Temple, who had not strayed far from my consciousness, lifted her in my arms and took her to the bedroom.

			I had never brought such cries of pleasure from my wife. She writhed and whispered, scratched bloody welts across my back, and whenever I came, she froze as if in some kind of religious trance.

			It was a grueling experience. Temple and Tessa were ecstatic, but I felt like the third wheel on a unicycle. At one point in the middle of their rapture Temple asked, “Have you been having sex with that man Truth?”

			A look of terror appeared on her face. She grabbed me by the head and said, “Never again, baby. I promise you that.”

			That was when I realized that Temple was indeed a part of me. His rage at Tessa’s infidelity drove him to such an extreme level of violence that he exited my body in mid-stroke, leaving me shaken and confused.

			“Marty?” my blood-wisened wife said.

			“You’ve been sleeping with him?” I asked.

			“We’d been together since I was in my early teens. It was him that I looked up to before you . . . and now you.”

			I sat down in half lotus at the end of the bed. Temple’s erection was now my limp cock. His rage was my philosophical attempt to make sense of betrayal. Maybe that’s why the forces of existence homed in on me. I was a wise man and therefore their fool. We philosophers ask questions because we sit on the outside of being, imagining that thought somehow has influence over reality.

			“I never satisfied you?” I said.

			“You gave me everything, Marty.”

			“You call him Martin.”

			“I’m sorry. I was raised in a place where men had to be violent and tough-minded. But I needed you. I need you more than Martin or Truth.”

			“Except with sex,” I said. “Except when you need to be with a man.”

			Tessa looked at me. I could see her pain reflecting my humiliation. I could see how much she loved me and needed me and, at the same time, how she’d never gotten past the perceived needs of her so-called disadvantaged past.

			We were both Black people, she and I, but race doesn’t come with a manual and a code of behavior—only our genes do that.

			I shook my head and got up off the bed.

			“Where are you going?” Tessa asked.

			“Do you love him?”

			“Which one?”

			“The blood,” I said then. “Is it like a conduit between what I dreamed and what you know?”

			“How I see things and just a few ideas,” she said, “like the hundred and seven.”

			“Were you ever just with me?”

			“I started seeing Truth when he got out of prison, seven years ago. He was so broken and scared. He saved me from a bad situation when I was a child.”

			“So Brown and Seal are mine?”

			“Of course. Of course they are.”

			“Which one?”

			“I just told you. Both children are yours.”

			“Which man do you love?”

			“I’m your wife, Marty. In my heart I am only yours.”

			“Okay then. To answer your question, I’m going downstairs.”

			Free will is the fount of all unhappiness. That’s what my professor back at university, Dondi Muller, used to say. He was from Copenhagen and bisexual. He lived in a three-bedroom flat with his daughter Igga and an old man named Furman.

			Planets don’t mind the fiery pain of birth or the inevitable crush of existence, he’d say. Beams of light do not question the arc of their passage. Only life defies fate. Only life tries to alter the course of rivers and the pull of gravity . . .

			Sitting on the long couch in my living room, I remembered the lecture for the first time since it was given. That was at a brown bag lunch-talk that a young undergrad named Tiffany Lumpkin wanted to attend. I thought that if I brought her she’d agree to go out with me, but Tiffany and Muller hooked up three days after that brown bag lunch-talk.

			He had been my advisor but I dropped him over the Tiffany thing.

			And now his words came back to counsel me about my role as an antibody in the loosely connected body of life on Earth.

			. . . but neither can the stuff of existence know happiness, Professor Muller had said. Rocks don’t cuddle or giggle, nor do they feel awe at the dawning of the day. Life imbues matter with meaning and this, this small and intangible projection, creates the space that we call the soul.

			I wondered if my bite worked differently than a direct blood injection. I almost went upstairs to ask Tessa but the door to our communications was closed—at least for the moment.

			Could my blood affect animals? Could Tessa or Rooster infect others as I had?

			Should I kill myself? Would that stop the seemingly inert matter of the universe from committing genocide on all life?

			This line of thought led to the real question that plagued me back when the world had not yet begun to change—back before the rise of the Eternal City and the March of Death. That question was: Am I crazy?

			I looked around the room where I had murdered a man and brought him back to life before the last breath fled his body.

			Maybe I belonged in an institution.

			It occurred to me that if I allowed professionals to examine my body and mind, they could say whether I seemed competent or not. They could identify schizophrenia or psychosis in my behavior or abnormalities in my blood. Maybe this was why my delusions tended toward concepts of the blood. Or maybe, maybe Tessa and I had experienced one of those rare mental disorders in which we labored under the same or similar delusions.

			There came a loud chime from the front door.

			This was odd because our doorbell was a distinctly unmusical buzzer.

			I waited a moment to see if Tessa would come running down—but she didn’t.

			So I went to the door and opened it.

			Standing there in the glare of the porch lamp was the slender man in the white trench coat. He was bald and his eyes were the color of liquid mercury. His pallid skin seemed almost synthetic. There was such stillness in his mien that it felt to me as if time had ceased or, at least, had paused in the space he inhabited.

			“Our souls once mingled,” he said.

			“Who are you?”

			“You are the one that was known as the Antibody and the Cure.” The little dome-headed white man sneered, evoking disdain and dismissal with the expression.

			Temple tried to take over my body but I, somehow, stopped him. While I was concentrating on suppression, the waxy white man reached out and grabbed my left wrist. Where he held me I felt a ring of cold. This was not an inert sensation but like a living organism attempting to worm its icy way through my flesh.

			I gasped at the feeling. It was like I had stuck my hand in the freezer and had been lassoed by the coils of a snake made of ice.

			The small man smiled.

			A shiver went down the back of my neck and made its way down my left arm to the place where the living cold had entered. The little white man looked up in mild surprise and then his hand leapt from my wrist like a cold frog from a heated stone.

			My temperature rose, fever-like. My breath became shallow and fast.

			Somewhere Temple was straining against an impassable barrier.

			I smiled at my ability to resist both the white man and the man inside me.

			“My name is Tor Waxman,” the bald man said in a conciliatory tone. “May I come in for a few moments?”

			“Why?”

			“We are brothers,” he said simply.

			If he had said anything else, threat or compliment, I would have turned him away. But his assertion of our kinship was like the evocation of an unbreakable bond. Whether we liked each other or not, whether we were enemies or not, we were still bound.

			His claim of affinity proved to me that I was not insane. He was really there, standing before me—not a hallucination but some kind of omnipotent angel loosed upon mortality like a magnificent and hungry tiger set on a field of grazing sheep.

			I stood aside and gestured for him to enter. He went into the living room and sat upon a wooden chair painted yellow by my wife during the first year of our marriage.

			Perching on the edge of our couch I asked, “So you went to sleep and woke up transformed?”

			“I died three days ago,” he said. “But before the last figments of life passed from my brain I was drawn into the Beyond by the forces that also took you.”

			“Like an alien abduction?”

			“That idea is so human,” Tor Waxman said, curling the left side of his upper lip. “We were the focus of the gods, the very stuff of the universe. You and I are harbingers of the Divine.”

			“And what message is it that you believe we are here to deliver?” I asked.

			“Death to life.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“The sham of life represents a cancer on the natural order of being, Martin Just.”

			“How do you know my name?”

			“I might be dead,” Waxman said. “I might be a demon but I can still read the newspaper. I died up in Riverside and awoke next to a woman the man I had been was married to for twenty years. As I took her life, I felt you. That afternoon I arrived in LA. The next morning I knew that it was you in the papers.”

			“You murdered your wife?”

			“I returned her to the Infinite.”

			“And what do you want to do with me?”

			“Between the effects of your bodily fluids and the effects of my touch we can raise an army of the obedient dead. Through these dead and deathless soldiers we can begin the eradication of all life.”

			I stared into his silver eyes. Waxman did not blink.

			“Why?”

			“You know why.”

			“But life is precious.”

			“The idea of self-importance is an illusion. Life is stupid. Only eternity is precious.”

			Temple was at the back of my mind, ranting to be released. He wanted to go to war with Waxman.

			I remained calm and by doing so kept him at bay.

			“No,” I said. “I cannot be a part of absolute genocide.”

			“There is no other way.”

			“If that’s so, why not just make Mars go out of orbit and crash into us?” I said. “Or maybe urge the sun to go supernova and burn life away? If this is God we’re talking about, why fool around with insignificant beings like you and me?”

			“You really don’t know the answer to those questions?” he asked.

			“No.”

			“Eternity is quiescent. Aware in a way that only absolute being can be. It is not a physical thing, not at the root. Matter is simply the outline of a greater being.”

			“But I met many different beings in my sleep.”

			“All aspects of one master force, as you and I are parts of a single plan.”

			“If the universe is dormant, then how did it take you and me and all those others?” I asked. “How were we transformed?”

			“In the moment of what the science of this species calls the big bang, there is a nanosecond of motive for Being. During this transition, in the last bout of existence, the potential threat of life made itself manifest. When the current big bang occurred, in that brief tick of intention, a message was sent to the appropriate agents and we were created.”

			“You’re saying that the experience I had, we had, was crafted billions of years ago?”

			“Sixty-two oh five six three nine one eight eight nine zero zero zero one five two six seven so-called years past.” Tor Waxman smiled at the utterance of this number as if it were sacred.

			“If we both come from the same place, why can’t I remember all this?”

			“That is the right question,” he said through a deathly grin. “My . . . situation, my being dead made me more like the masters. I remember almost every­thing . . . almost.”

			“You remember that we are supposed to raise this army of the dead?”

			“It’s only logical.”

			“What is this, this touch—your power?” I asked then.

			“Death,” he said. “Any life-form I touch will die within twenty-four to one hundred and sixty-eight hours.”

			“But not me.” Somehow I knew this was true. “You knew that, but you had to try to kill me anyway.”

			“I didn’t know for sure.”

			“So you don’t know everything.”

			“Marty,” Tessa said. She had entered the room from the doorway that led to the stairs.

			Waxman leapt to his feet and ran at her. He grabbed her by both wrists.

			“Oh!”

			There was a moment when time stood still. Tor Waxman raised Tessa’s arms high as in triumph. I knew exactly what was transpiring. Soon, at the end of the day or, at most, the week, my wife would die from the dead man’s touch. The only way to save her was by my blood or spittle. And then she would transform into some kind of New Age zombie answerable to Waxman, intent on devastation.

			I hated him then.

			Tessa’s eyes closed and then opened. They were completely white, with neither pupil nor iris. Her mouth went slack and it seemed as if she’d fall. But then she closed her eyes and opened them again. Everything was normal and she brought down her arms with a triumphant whoop. Tor Waxman fell away from her and cowered.

			Tessa caressed her wrists with either hand and I found the strength to stand.

			“You have shielded them,” Waxman said to me.

			Tessa stumbled to the yellow chair and sat.

			“You’re smarter than you pretend to be, Antibody,” the embodiment of death rasped.

			Temple was clawing at my resistance while Tessa sobbed on her chair.

			Suddenly Waxman stood upright, a hunting knife in his left hand.

			“But she can still die the pedestrian death,” he said.

			Temple came forth in me like a madman ripping out of a straitjacket.

			Waxman’s silver eyes widened and without preamble he turned and ran.

			I was satisfied to let him go but Temple was not of the same opinion—and he was in charge.

			Death is fleet.

			He ran down the center line of Charbadon Lane, the street we lived on. I barreled after him with the grim determination of a predator, of another man who controlled my body.

			Tor cut down an alley, jumped on top of a parked car, and leapt from there to the roof of the garage.

			To my surprise I was able to match him step for leap.

			He hopped into the backyard behind the home we skipped over, ran across another driveway and then off into the Hollywood Hills.

			I followed close behind.

			The ground was uneven and the vegetation made the run an obstacle course, but Death was not stymied and neither was I.

			All around me I perceived the souls of living things. They quailed at the passage of Death. And I kept running, driven by the intensity of my alter ego, my adolescent ideal of a perfect self.

			Through more private properties, down a series of blacktop streets, and onto Hollywood Boulevard we ran. The boulevard was crowded with cars and pedestrians. Waxman was half a block ahead of us. We were slowly closing that gap when he stopped at a pink Cadillac. He opened the driver’s-side door and pulled the man sitting there out and onto the sidewalk. He jumped behind the wheel and without closing the door he hit the gas, running up on the curb, plowing through a crowd of pedestrians.

			Temple moved to copy Death’s actions. He took a step toward a copper-colored Buick but I clinched down on him. We froze in mid-step. I was the cage and Temple the trapped beast. I could feel him straining against my will but I would not relent. Tor Waxman didn’t care about innocent life, neither did Temple.

			There were shouts and screams, moans from the injured, and many, many bodies that littered the street and sidewalks. I was breathing harder than I ever had before. My lungs sucked down air desperately. I put my hands on my knees.

			Nobody noticed me because they were all running toward, or away from, the carnage that Waxman had wrought.

			I couldn’t get enough air.

			People were screaming.

			Within a minute or two, sirens sounded.

			With great concentration I stood upright. And, while the street wailed and cried, I staggered back the way I had come.

			The walk back home was the coda of one life and the beginning of another. I lurched, stiff-legged, up the hillside on a path Brown and I had often used on our walks together. I felt like a soldier from some long-ago war, walking home after a mighty conflagration in which all the foot soldiers on both sides of the battle had lost more than they’d gained. In the distance I could hear the mechanical wails of a dozen or more ambulances. I was still breathing hard.

			Temple had taken my body to the extreme of its endurance. He was the warrior, where I was just a draftee hoping to survive, traumatized by the ugliness of war.

			Halfway up the trail a huge bright-green moth with long, elegant gossamer wings landed on my left shoulder. I didn’t brush it away.

			Together, the moth and I climbed the Hollywood Hills. We reached the path that led to the web of small lanes that brought us finally to Charbadon.

			The door to my home was open again. It had been left that way from the frantic chase after Waxman.

			Tessa was still sitting on the yellow chair that she had painted so long ago. She was caressing her wrists and staring off into space when I knelt before her and put my head on her lap.

			We didn’t speak for a long time.

			And then there came a soft, beautiful humming sound. It was a complex interweaving of melodies that were both otherworldly and distinctly alive. Inside the composition were supernovas and peasant dances, tin horns and pure vibrations that moved between the folds of space.

			“Where did you find it?” Tessa asked.

			Taking in a deep breath, the final gulp I needed for recuperation, I saw that the great moth had moved from my shoulder to her hands and wrists. The music emanated from the emerald insect.

			“It found me,” I said.

			“Is he dead?”

			“He escaped. He jumped in a car and ran down a crowded block of people. The man you call Martin wanted to follow but I wouldn’t let him.”

			“Let’s go to bed,” she said.

			We slept in Celestine’s room, me with Brown and Tessa with our daughter. The moth draped its nine-inch-long wings down the lamp on the desk. It purred a strain that led inward and downward, across a plain of stars and darkness.

			“Dad.”

			Someone was shaking me.

			“Dad.”

			I opened my eyes to Brown’s burly shoulders and brooding mien.

			The moth had arranged itself on the window. The transparent wings seemed to glitter in the sunlight.

			The other bed across the room was empty.

			“Where’s your mother and sister?”

			“Downstairs.” Brown’s eyes peered into mine. We were seeing things in each other that we’d not known a few days before. We were kin and kindred but there was more. Our family had increased to include all life. And life itself had become a solitary entity writhing in its own skin—becoming.

			I sat up with some effort.

			“The phone’s for you,” Brown said. “It’s after twelve.”

			Phones and clocks didn’t seem the appropriate topic. We should have been discussing the pulse of existence and what the past had rendered unto the present.

			“It’s your lawyer,” Brown said as if in counterpoint to my thoughts. “Mom says that you have to talk to her.”

			My son held out his hand. I snagged it and he pulled me up and out of bed with ease. I was wearing black slacks and a white T-shirt, no shoes or socks.

			I closed my eyes and opened them.

			“How do you feel, son?”

			“Like I could walk up into the sky and disappear.”

			We embraced and I went downstairs, wondering if I was the disease and not the cure.

			“Hello?” I said into the phone in my den.

			“I expected to hear from you before now, Mr. Just.”

			Just—yes, that was my name.

			“I don’t remember you asking me to call.”

			“Mr. Just, you can’t take this thing lightly. The prosecutor wants your head.”

			“I assure you, Ms. Clayborn, that I am not treating these accusations superficially. It’s just that I’ve been trying to come to grips with the ramifications in my life. I was so upset and exhausted that I only just woke up when you called.”

			“Then you need an alarm, Mr. Just.”

			“Did you hear from the doctor?”

			“She said that you were fine except for the bruises on your throat and hands. The trauma to your neck, she said, definitely came from an attempt to strangle you.”

			“That’s good, right?” I said.

			“Nothing’s one hundred percent with Fyodor Trapas against you.”

			“I’m sorry if I seem flip or uninvolved or anything, Ms. Clayborn. Is there something I can do now?”

			The buzzer for the front door sounded at that moment. This reminded me of the chime that went off in my mind when Tor Waxman called. As I thought of Waxman, a thrill of fear for the safety of my family went through me.

			I was still worried about something so insignificant as a single family unit; an infinitesimal piece of one of a billion trillion beings that comprised existence.

			“I guess not,” Lena Clayborn was saying in my ear. “Excuse me for chastising you, Mr. Just. I’m only trying to make sure that you get the best representation.”

			“It’s the police, Dad,” my daughter said at the door of the den.

			“Thank you, Ms. Clayborn. I might be calling you soon.”

			Two uniformed members of the LAPD stood at my front door. They were talking to my wife.

			“. . . no, no,” Tessa was saying. “I mean, I did hear the sirens last night but I haven’t listened to the radio or watched TV this morning.”

			The policemen were both white, both male. They were young. One was pudgy and the other thin. They were living beings: revolutionary insurgents, by definition, against the quiescent universe.

			“Hello,” I said.

			The great green moth floated down the stairs, landing on the wall above the front door. One of the cops, the heavyset one, looked up to see where it had gone.

			“Mr. Just?” the thin cop said.

			“Yes.”

			“There was a crime committed down on Hollywood Boulevard last night. A crazy man, maybe under the influence of drugs, hijacked a car and drove it down a crowded sidewalk.”

			“Oh no,” Temple said. “Was anyone seriously hurt?”

			“There have been nineteen fatalities so far. A few of the thirty-nine people in the hospital are critical.”

			“My God,” Temple blasphemed. “Do you think that the man is from up around here?”

			The chubby policeman looked down from the moth and into my eyes.

			“Why would you ask that?” he asked.

			“Because you’re here telling me about the crime,” my template proclaimed. “I doubt that you’d be wasting your time for any other reason.”

			“A few witnesses said that they saw a Black man chasing the carjacker,” the heavy cop stated. “They were both running pretty hard.”

			Brown moved to my side, catching the skinny policeman’s attention.

			“I didn’t see anything like a chase. Was the carjacker a Black man too?”

			“No.”

			I was of two minds—literally. Temple wanted to grab the police and bite them. He wanted to make sure that we didn’t have any further complications with the law.

			I, on the other hand, did not believe that there was any concrete evidence against me and wanted to let the scene play out until the officers left.

			I won.

			The policemen were suspicious. We were the only Black family on the block and one of the few in the hills. But there was no justification to arrest any of us.

			The chubby cop gave me his card. It read, “Officer Clement Riley,” with an email address and phone number at the Hollywood precinct.

			After the policemen left I closed the front door. Tessa, Brown, and I stood in the small foyer as if waiting for something. The green moth began to hum. It was almost mechanical, the dirge. It gave me the feeling of being inside a great motor that was idling.

			“What are you guys doing?” Seal asked from the top of the stairs.

			She skipped down to us, smiling and carefree.

			“Just . . . um,” Brown said. “Just hanging around.”

			“What’s your problem?” she asked. “You’re acting like something terrible happened when really it’s both—terrible and wonderful too. Can’t you feel it?”

			“What?” I asked.

			“Everything,” she said. “The sun and the trees and even the ground. It’s like we were living in a dark hole all this time and now we’ve been unearthed. We can see.”

			The moth’s tune brightened, seemingly in reaction to my daughter’s words.

			“But all those people . . .” I said.

			“Who died,” Seal finished the sentence. “I know. Mom told me. We have to stop him. We have to keep him from killing everyone.”

			“Yeah,” Brown said. “We have to, have to stop him.”

			Tessa held up her head and smiled.

			I realized that there was a grin on my lips.

			At that moment we were closer than we had ever been. Our blood was tuned by the moth over the door. But, as close as we were, we each had our own particular bent, our callings. From my nearly impotent schizophrenia to Celestine’s irrepressible optimism and certainty, we were a unit devised for . . . something.

			“I’m hungry,” Brown said.

			“Let’s go for pizza,” Tessa, my adulterous wife, offered.

			Rufio’s Pizza Paradise on Melrose was a favorite of the children. We took a back booth that was fairly secluded from the rest of the seating.

			The only way I can describe the meal with my family after the annunciation of my destiny is to say that it was like an experience I had when I was a teenager living down the hill. My parents had moved from Massachusetts to LA because my mother had gotten a job teaching literature at USC.

			Back then my girlfriend, Debbie Swanson, made brownies laced with a good deal of golden hashish. She and I and two friends from school ate the whole pan and then went walking down the beach. After an hour or so I realized that we were all talking and looking around, hearing snatches of what each other said and luxuriating in the wind and sand and sea.

			“Hey, guys,” I remember saying, “do you see what we’re doing?”

			We stopped and looked around in wonder, paused there appreciating that moment of grace. After a minute or two we started walking and talking again.

			“We’re still doing it,” Debbie said.

			Again we stopped and marveled.

			Again we moved on, babbling and reveling in the pleasure.

			“It was as if I had died,” Tessa was saying. “He took hold of my wrists and ice shot up my arms. I was, was engulfed by cold and emptiness. It wasn’t only that I was dead but it was as if I had never been alive. Somehow he had undone everything I stood for—my parents and children and those times when I was so happy I could hardly hold it in.

			“And then, just when my eyes could no longer see, there was this red shimmering in the distance. It was like a sunrise over the entire universe. Everything was bright and all distances were relative. I could see it all and it all made sense—even that man Waxman. He brought me to that higher awareness and made it possible for me to throw him off . . .”

			“I was on a football field,” Brown recalled. I noticed as he spoke that he’d been growing larger, more well-defined. “And instead of two teams it was just me running up against all these animals. There was a boar and a rhinoceros, a pack of hyenas, and this big albino tiger pacing back and forth at the goal line. And I was running with the ball and the goal was a thousand miles away. Every kind of beast was running after me and at me but I kept on going.

			“And the strangest thing was, when I would jump over some dog or alligator, when I was in the air, it felt like, like forever. When I jumped, time would stop and I could see everything in front and behind. I had all the time in the world to plan my strategy. I could see my opponents and I knew that if I didn’t let fear take over, I could make it all the way to that white tiger, and maybe even score.”

			“There was that moth on the lamp and she sang to me,” Celestine said. “They were real words but not in English or any human language. It was a story about moths and spiders and moonlight that shone so brightly that you had to go crazy and it was okay because things don’t make sense anyway.

			“Then I climbed up out of my body and when I looked down I saw Brown running and Mama naked with a sword and shield. Daddy had two faces and he was looking from side to side. Then he stood up and was just one man and he came to me. He kissed my forehead and asked if this was the right thing and I told him that there were two things, that there were always two things. Daddy asked what were they, and I said that it was what was behind and what was ahead. And when I said that, I knew that it was from the moth’s song, I knew it and kissed Daddy on the lips.”

			I don’t remember talking at the pizza restaurant. I think I must have said something profound but the ideas were to be shared, not hoarded.

			We ate seven large pizzas with every topping except pineapple and anchovies. I was in a daze and reveling in the beauty of my family.

			“How did you know to inject us with Dad’s blood?” Brown asked his mother. It might have been an indictment, but it wasn’t.

			“He changed me by having sex,” she said.

			I worried that this bald statement would embarrass my son, but he just nodded and Seal put her hand on my forearm.

			“You don’t have to worry, Daddy,” she said.

			We drove home late that afternoon and then decided to take a walk, just a family out for a stroll on a balmy afternoon. Again we communed rather than discussed, imagined ourselves there together in a war and in collaboration. The sides had not yet been drawn for us. That was probably the best day of my life.

			When we got home Rat Man, Rooster, and Reaper were waiting for us at the front door. We greeted them like old friends and invited them into the house.

			Brown went upstairs to put on his sweatpants and shirt because his clothes had become too tight. He was both taller and broader—powerful like a warrior instead of an athlete.

			While we were busy with the chairs and clothes, Seal talked to the rough men who had meant to do her serious harm only one day before. Dragging two chrome-and-purple vinyl chairs in from the kitchen, Tessa sat down with our daughter and guests. Brown joined them a few moments later while I sought out beer and brandy from the stores of our house.

			“I used to go out on Saturday nights lookin’ for nigger and beaner asses to kick,” Rooster was saying to Brown when I returned. “But now I don’t even have anything to say about it. I mean, I don’t feel sorry or guilty or anything like that. It just seems silly—stupid, really.”

			“We killed people, too,” Reaper was saying. “Sometimes it was mud people, but we killed just as many of our own when it came to business. It was Lon Farthey that got us jobs and gave the orders.”

			“He didn’t run me, runt,” Rooster said.

			“Fuck that shit, man. You know you jumped when Raver called. Maybe you grumbled but you still did what he said.”

			“You want me to come over there and kick your ass, son?”

			“You could kiss it, you fat-faced fuck.”

			“Come on, boys,” Rat Man said in an angry yet conciliatory tone. “We didn’t come here to fight over Lon.”

			“Raver,” Rooster corrected.

			“We need to incapacitate that man who was standing out in the street the other night,” I said. “He’s very dangerous and the police won’t know how to deal with him. He’s the one who killed all those people on Hollywood last night.”

			“We been talkin’ about you,” Rat Man replied. “You did something to us and we don’t even know what it is. The bites have all healed and my mind is like the messy room me and my brother had and then Mama would come in and neaten it all up. Bed made, toys in the closet. We felt real good about a straightened-up room, but it was a mess again in just a few hours.”

			“And?” I asked.

			“We were sure last night about what happened and what to do but we ain’t no more. But we still feel different too. It don’t feel right. It’s like we just don’t fit.”

			“I’m really good at keeping things in order,” Temple said with my vocal chords. “Work with me and your bed will be made every night.”

			“What’s wrong with you, man?” spikey-haired Rat Man asked. “I mean, it’s like you change into a whole ’nother person.”

			“I am who I have to be, Mason Drinkman. I can speak your mind or raise the dead, I can clean up the messes you’ve made and make chocolate milk for us all.”

			Sitting in the back seat of consciousness, I enjoyed watching Temple orate. He was magnetic and charismatic, as sure of himself as an alpha dog leading a pack of slavering curs in the wilds of India.

			“So what is it you want us to do?” Reaper asked.

			“I need a hole ten feet deep in the floor of the garage,” Temple announced. “That and a heavy-duty freezer that has a storage unit at least six feet long, three feet wide, and two feet deep.”

			The tattooed white men nodded but made no comment.

			Brown glowered and nodded. Celestine completely ignored the request.

			“We’ve been thinkin’,” Rooster said.

			“Yes?” my template asked.

			“We’re not on the same page with our boys up in Riverside. Last night we got into fights over what we should and shouldn’t be doin’.”

			“And?”

			“We need a place to stay until we get our bearings.”

			“You’ll stay here of course,” Seal said. “We’ll set up the guest room for two of you and one can stay down here.”

			Both Temple and I stared at my daughter. She was so certain and upbeat that there was no way to gainsay her offer.

			The white men all looked at me.

			I, not Temple, said, “Of course you can stay. The work in the garage will take some time and it will be easier to have you here.”

			“Diggin’ a grave for the living dead,” Reaper said.

			No one commented on this assertion.

			“If we’re going to have company I’ll need to do some shopping,” Tessa said sensibly.

			“I need to get some clothes, Mom,” Brown declared. “If we go to the mall in Century City we can do both.”

			“I could bake a cake,” Seal offered.

			My daughter was also changing. She was taller and more womanly—beautiful, as a matter of fact. Her eyes slanted just a bit more and the way she moved was something a father didn’t like thinking about.

			The white men noticed her.

			A father didn’t like that either.

			It was just then, between levelheaded preparations and parental protectiveness, that the front door flew off its hinges, slamming against the far wall of the foyer. Six armed and partially armored men flooded through the front door while four others appeared from the back rooms. They all carried rifles or shotguns. These weapons were pointed at us.

			“What’s going on?” Temple shouted.

			“On the floor!” a white man screamed, exhibiting a face contorted with rage.

			The Aryans and my wife and children obeyed. I wanted to go along but Temple was in charge at that moment.

			“What are you doing in my house?”

			“On the floor!”

			“Fuck you!”

			The lead cop slammed me in the head with the butt of his rifle. It was a heavy blow but Temple was both strong and resilient. I was hoping that I didn’t have to pay for his bravery with a concussion or worse.

			“Hit me with that shit again and I’ll take it away from you and shove it up your ass!”

			The lead cop was shocked for a moment. He had hit men like this before. They had always fallen into oblivion. He regained his confidence, though, and took a step toward us. Temple pivoted. He had no proper training but in my imagination his body was a weapon and he knew how to hurt and maim and kill.

			“Hold it, Faust,” came a commanding voice from the front door.

			The brutal, enraged cop stopped but I could see that he wanted nothing more than to beat me into a bloody pulp.

			Temple smiled at him while I quailed at the back of my own mind.

			A hale and tall man in a very nice dark-blue silk suit walked into the living room.

			“This is Mr. Just’s home,” the man explained. “If he wonders why we’re here, we should at least answer him.”

			“Who are you?” Temple asked.

			“Captain Short of the Second SWAT team, Holly­wood division.”

			“And why are you here?” I asked, taking the place of my warrior half.

			The green moth had plastered itself into a corner of the ceiling. My family and newfound friends were facedown on the floor.

			“As you know, Mr. Just, there was a monstrous crime of vehicular homicide committed down on Hollywood Boulevard last night.” Short spoke of the tragedy as if he had seen it on television or read about it in some dime novel.

			“Yes,” I said, “of course. The police came here about it this noon.”

			“Since a material witness to the crime might have been a Black man,” the white captain said, “the officers who questioned you requested that your block be put on the regular officers’ route.”

			“I’m being watched?”

			“It’s all legal,” Captain Short assured me. “These officers noticed three white men loitering around your front door. A closer look told us that these men got into your home. We were worried about your safety. Are you safe?”

			“Definitely. These men are new friends.”

			“Do they have anything to do with the crime you’re charged with?”

			“You’re here about that?”

			“All I did was a search on our system. You popped out like a greased pig.”

			My persona faded into the background and Temple took over.

			“You’re the pig,” Temple informed Captain Short. “I’m the nigger.”

			This bare statement stopped the good captain for a moment. I think maybe he could see the change in me—maybe not as clearly as one of the Initiated, but he saw some shift in my personality.

			“These men are friends of yours?” he asked, waving at the white T-shirts on the floor.

			“More than you are.”

			“What does that mean? You have something against the police?”

			“Are you apologizing to me right now?”

			“What?”

			“Only enemies break down the front and back doors to a man’s home. Blackguards shove a man’s family facedown on the floor.”

			“Blackguards? Are you a pirate, Mr. Just?”

			“What the fuck do you want with me, man?”

			“We came in here to protect you.”

			“What does that have to do with what happened on Hollywood?” I asked, taking over from Temple. “What does it have to do with my upcoming court date?”

			Short could tell that there was some kind of switch going on before him. His eyes narrowed and his head tilted to the left.

			“You want we should search them, Captain?” the man who hit me asked.

			“Do you want to go outside and talk, Mr. Just?” Captain Short offered.

			“No. I want to stay here with my family and my guests.”

			“It’s not necessary, Faust,” Captain Short said to my attacker. “We’ve obviously made a mistake. Mr. Just and his family are not in danger.”

			“Let’s get outta here,” Officer Faust said to his men.

			Nearly a dozen heavily armed policemen vacated the house in less than a minute.

			I followed the captain out onto my front lawn with its lemon trees on one side and its rose bushes on the other.

			“What about my door?” I asked the top cop.

			“Call my office and give them your name. They’ll put you in touch with the people that can reimburse you.”

			He handed me a card and walked over to a police cruiser while the men from the assault jumped into a very military, canvas-covered flatbed truck.

			As the police rolled away I noticed my neighbors, at least two dozen of them, out on the street looking at me and my broken house. Even though I recognized some of them and the others were mostly familiar faces—there was no intimacy between us. My children knew a few of the youngsters on the block. We had hosted some birthday parties but we had no close friends on Charbadon.

			Watching my neighbors watching me, I began to understand the moment of development of the Worldmind. This was a philosophical term from German, particularly from Georg Hegel. We, the atoms of life, are separate, alienated from one another, but one day, in a far-flung speculative future, we might unite against the hegemony of matter and antimatter; we might meet in the middle of the street and cleave existence with our meeting.

			I was created to stop that assemblage.

			“Dad?”

			Brown was standing there behind me. Last week, and a thousand years before, he was four inches shorter than I. Now he was half a head taller.

			“What?”

			“You been standing out here for five minutes.”

			I looked out again and saw that most of the gawkers had gone back into their houses. Maybe I had stared them down.

			“Come on, Dad.”

			Tessa and Brown went shopping for groceries and clothes for my son. Seal entertained our white guests while I went upstairs to rest my aching crown.

			While I slept, Reaper and Rat Man fixed the front and back doors. When Tessa returned, she sat down with Rooster to consider our options. The kids had drifted off like the adolescents they still were. When I finally awoke, Brown was watching television and Celestine was up in her room reading something on the Internet.

			“How do we even find this guy?” Rooster was asking.

			“Yes,” Tessa agreed. “Do you have some way of, of, I don’t know . . . feeling him?”

			“No,” I said. “I don’t know . . . maybe. But we don’t have to worry. Waxman needs me to make his plans viable. He can kill but he can’t raise his victims from the dead without me. If he could capture me then he could build this army of death.”

			“Then rather than trying to stop him we should be getting you to safety,” Tessa said.

			“Temple would never let me do that,” I proclaimed. “And anyway, Waxman is too dangerous to be allowed to run around free. Everyone he touches will die.”

			“What do you care?” Rooster asked. “You kill people.”

			“Only in self-defense.”

			“If him just touchin’ you will kill you, then self-defense should be to run like hell.”

			“No. He can’t hurt any of us. If my virus is transmitted to you first, then it is proof against his.”

			“I don’t even know why I’m here,” Rooster complained. He stood up. Maybe he was planning to walk away.

			“You’re here,” Temple said, “because I have made you my vassal.”

			“Say what?”

			This was only the second time that Temple made a statement or did something that was contrary to my own view. When he made love to my wife, I was jealous but I also loved her. When he fought against Lon Farthey (even though I didn’t remember it) or when he chased Waxman, I had no disagreement with his actions. Only when he was willing to put innocent lives in jeopardy and now, when he was calling Harold Rimer a slave, did I pull away.

			That was exactly what happened—I pulled away. I realized that no matter how strong Temple was, he got that strength from me. If I lost confidence in him, his control over my body abruptly ended.

			“Nothing, man,” I said, trying to sound like my alter ego. “You’re free to do whatever you want. If you want to go and take your friends, I can’t hold it against you. Waxman is extremely dangerous but he’s my responsibility. I’m going to try to bring him down. I could use your help.”

			“Why not let the cops do it?” Rooster replied. “They’re after him already.”

			“They don’t know what they’re dealing with. He could kill thousands before they isolate him. We don’t know the extent of his powers. They might not be able to hold him.”

			“I don’t really understand what’s happening,” the big white thug said. “When me and the guys came here yesterday, all we planned to do was bust you up and then kill you and your family. I was mad as hell that you killed Raver. Mad as hell. But then you killed me and brought me back and I remember bein’ mad but I don’t feel it anymore. I tried a couple’a times to get it back. I still get angry but it’s like it’s in a box, all locked up except for the shouting. Why is that?”

			“I don’t really understand,” I said honestly. “Waxman and I have . . . missions we are supposed to accomplish. That’s why we’re here.”

			“So then shouldn’t you two be workin’ together?”

			“I don’t want to work with him. I don’t believe in the eradication of life. I don’t know what I believe.”

			We talked for more than an hour while Reaper and Rat Man banged on the doors. The resolution was as it had been in the beginning: we’d dig a ten-foot-deep hole in the garage and get a big freezer for the living corpse of Tor Waxman.

			“I think you guys should come see this,” Brown said when we’d rehashed our lack of strategy for the sixth or seventh time.

			Brown was sitting in front of the plasma TV we had installed on the family room wall. A caramel-colored woman with deep-red lips was talking from a seat behind a low desk. I forget her name but she was a news anchor for one of the local stations. Superimposed on the fake wall behind her was the picture of an Asian man wearing a green golfer’s hat.

			“. . . Lee Fung was taken to the hospital for injuries he incurred when he was thrown from his car by the madman who killed twenty-three people on Holly­wood Boulevard last night.” There was a brief cut to a handheld video of a car ramming through a crowd of pedestrians. Then the scene returned to the brunette anchor. “The doctors said that Mr. Fung’s injuries were minor, but just two hours ago his body temperature spiked to one hundred and six and he died before any action could be taken to reduce the fever.”

			We were all there in the room looking at the news report. There was a video of Lee Fung being carried on a stretcher. He was shaking his head in disgust and talking to a reporter from another news station.

			“Doctors are unable to explain what killed Mr. Fung but the police want to add this death to the mounting murder charges against the mad carjacker.”

			An artist’s interpretation of Waxman appeared on the screen. It was an extremely general likeness. There were maybe a thousand men in the city that it resembled.

			“It was Waxman,” Seal said.

			“It’s all Waxman,” Reaper added. “That man’s crazier than any lunatic I ever seen. And I’ve seen some crazy motherfuckers.”

			“It’s my fault,” I said. “If I hadn’t, if Temple hadn’t chased him, those people would still be alive.”

			“No,” Tessa said with absolute certainty. “The fact that you made his face known will turn the world against him. He would be killing people anyway. That is his nature.”

			“That’s kind of you, baby,” I said. “But Temple chased that man. He ran after him with murder in his heart and that’s what got all those people killed.”

			Just then a strain of upbeat staccato music sounded from the TV. A black band appeared across the bottom of the screen carrying red letters that said: NEWS BULLETIN—THEIR DEATHS RELATING TO THE MAD CARJACKER AND LEE FUNG REPORTED—REDONDO BEACH CALIFORNIA. EIGHTY-ONE KNOWN DEAD.

			The candy-colored news anchor swiveled in her chair to face another camera.

			“This just in,” she said. “Eighty-four deaths connected with unexplained spiked body temperatures have been reported in the Redondo Beach area.

			“For the past week residents of the Redondo Beach Men’s Shelter have been reporting to emergency rooms or found dead in their beds or on the street. Most of these men seem to have died of the fever.

			“A few days ago, before any illnesses were reported, a man named Troika Meldman took up residence in the area. This man bears a strong resemblance to the artist’s picture of the mad carjacker.”

			The artist’s rendition of Tor Waxman once again appeared behind the anchor.

			“No one experiencing the illness has survived. The CDC has sent investigators to Redondo Beach and Hollywood to try to come up with some kind of answer to this possible outbreak of some new kind of virus.”

			“Turn it down, Brown,” I said.

			All of my family and newfound allies were talking.

			“That’s crazy,” Brown was saying.

			“He must be some kind of Typhoid Mary,” Rat Man speculated. “He’s a carrier, like, and everybody he comes in contact with dies.”

			“Except us,” I said.

			“How the hell you expect us to believe that?” Reaper challenged. “I mean, if what you say is true, all he got to do is touch some skin and that’s a death sentence.”

			“You can believe it because I’m saying it,” I told Reaper. My voice was absolute in its certainty.

			“But you and your family shared blood,” Rat Man said.

			“They’re different but they both hold life,” I said. “Waxman will not be able to cross that divide.”

			There was silence and concern in all our faces. We were stragglers from different military companies and divisions brought together by some great fiasco. I was in charge but no one had absolute confidence in my ability to lead.

			“What should we do?” Tessa asked.

			“Start digging that hole. Brown?”

			“Yeah, Pop?”

			“Help these men dig in the garage. Tessa?”

			“Babe?”

			“Order that freezer unit online and make sure it’s here in a few days.”

			“What you gonna do?” Rooster asked.

			I smiled and Temple did too. We were there at the forefront of consciousness. “We’re going to prepare for war,” we both said in harmony and yet as one. “Death will come looking for us. He will come at his strongest. He needs me to fuel his foul war. But that will not be.”

			Everyone’s eyes were on me. And I was at peace with my selves and their striations.

			War was coming and I was glad.

			I was hauled into a meeting with a judge six days later. We met—Lena Clayborn, Fyodor Trapas, Melanie Blythe, me, and a new judge—the Honorable Maxwell Lousange.

			The new judge was tall and powerful-looking. He had a strong personality and did not allow my lawyer or the state’s attorneys to take over the meeting.

			“I don’t want a circus in my court, Mr. Trapas,” the judge told the prosecutor.

			“It’s a simple case of manslaughter, your honor. I’m willing to offer eight to fifteen for a plea.”

			“Ms. Clayborn?” Judge Lousange inquired.

			“It’s ridiculous, your honor. My client was thrown into a cell with a very large, very violent criminal who had vowed to kill people of color, especially Latinos and African Americans. The guards knew this man’s history, at least they should have. My client was found unconscious. There were bruises consistent with strangulation on his throat.”

			“Your client’s knuckles also hit Mr. Farthey’s temples so hard that his skull fractured in eight places. That’s the coroner’s conclusion.”

			“That may well be,” Lena said to the judge, “but if these blows were the reason Mr. Farthey died, then the strangulation had to have happened first. A man with a broken skull cannot strangle another man.”

			“Mr. Just could have faked the strangulation wounds,” Fyodor rebutted.

			“Choked himself into unconsciousness to get out of being charged for killing a man in his cell? That’s not only farfetched, it’s insulting,” said Lena.

			“He exposed himself to a minor,” Trapas added.

			“He was walking in his sleep in his own backyard. He had an erection. He was probably looking for a toilet.”

			Max Lousange had a square face with gray skin lightened here and there by a pink underglow. The judge smiled at my counselor’s words.

			“Do you have any other evidence, Mr. Trapas?”

			“He killed a man with his bare hands, your honor. He subjected a child to a sight that she’ll have to carry with her the rest of her life.”

			“Did he summon the child?”

			“Not that we can tell.”

			“Did he speak to her?”

			“No.”

			“And he was on a deck at the back of his bedroom when he was battered and arrested?”

			“Yes, your honor.”

			“I see that the officers who took Mr. Just into custody suggested that he be put in isolation and seen by a mental health professional.”

			“The jail was crowded,” Trapas argued.

			“And Farthey was the only possible cellmate?”

			“I can’t speak for the officials at the jail facility.”

			The conversation went on. I stopped listening at some point. I was worried about my family and friends. Waxman was somewhere out there plotting to kill everyone and everything on earth. He needed me to build an army of ambulatory corpses to do his bidding. I had to stop him. These thoughts fanned my impatience with this sham of a pretrial. So what if I murdered someone? All people died in service to the Worldmind. All creatures and organisms, plants, fish, and fowl exist only to add their experience to the advancement of our genes. The tree was my brother as the crocodile is my father. My genes would give rise to living machines that would perfect our qualities and challenge the status quo of existence—there was no time for judgment.

			“Can you prove that the killing in the cell was not self-defense?” Lousange was asking Trapas.

			“I think that we can mount a convincing argument,” the prosecutor claimed.

			“This is not a chess game, Mr. Trapas. I’m not interested in circumstantial evidence based more on a sleepwalker’s erection than on the fact that the jailers of the city lockup seemed to be trying to put Mr. Just in harm’s way. I will not follow that path. Either come to me with proof that Lon Farthey was a victim and not a perpetrator or drop the charges against Mr. Just.”

			“He killed Lon Farthey,” Fyodor Trapas pleaded.

			“And Lon Farthey tried to kill him. That evidence is clear.”

			It had been too long since I’d been home. If something didn’t happen soon I was going to start biting people.

			“Mr. Just?” the judge said.

			“Yes, your honor.”

			“I can’t imagine how a man like you could get into so much trouble in a twelve-hour period. But I fail to see culpability. I’m sorry for your inconvenience.”

			“That’s okay, sir.”

			“No, sir,” the judge said. “It isn’t. The police shouldn’t have arrested you. The officials at the jail should have put you in isolation. And the prosecutor should have known all this. It is a waste of time for the courts and law enforcement branches to concentrate on law-abiding citizens when real criminals are committing real crimes.

			“For that reason, I’m asking that the charges against you be dropped and I hope you can pick up the pieces without too much difficulty.”

			“Just,” a man cried as I was heading for the exit, my car, and home.

			It was Fyodor Trapas.

			I waited for him to catch up to me. He was blowing hard, with hard feelings writ all over his face.

			“This is not the end,” he warned me.

			“No? Did I kill somebody else?”

			“You have Farthey’s old crew living at your house. That proves a prior knowledge of the victim.”

			“They came to my place after Farthey was dead. They wanted to express their anger but after a while we came to an understanding and I’m letting them stay with me until they can turn their lives around.”

			“Horseshit.”

			“Is there anything else, Mr. Trapas?”

			“I’m going to have you in prison, you pervert. I will have you locked up for a very long time.”

			When I got home everyone was hard at work. The white brotherhood, along with my son, had excavated a deep hole beneath the broken concrete floor of our garage. The coffin-sized freezer had been delivered and Tessa was working to get the proper wiring and conduits needed to keep it running underground.

			We bought Seal an iPad, which she used to follow the CDC’s investigation of the growing number of fever-related deaths in Southern California. Californians were nearly in a state of panic and the Mad Carjacker was nowhere to be found.

			Inside my mind was a continual flipping back and forth of perspective between Temple and me. Whenever Rooster and his men complained or needed direction, Temple took over. I slept in my den because Tessa’s sexuality called out to Temple in our bed. Whenever I had the urge to make love to her, he pushed me aside and had at her.

			I didn’t sleep much at any rate. My deepest fear was being ripped from my body again and flung across the universe, a tissue of nerves and instincts reprogrammed and dropped into a war not of my making.

			So in the early hours of the morning, when Temple’s persona was quiescent, I’d try to imagine who and what I was, where I was going, and why I was going there.

			I couldn’t remember a tenth of what I’d known when I woke up after the Annunciation. And what I did remember had little to do with the goals of my actions. I believed that my human sense of understanding was not quite up to the task of interpreting the goals of the Infinite. I had come to believe that the 107 agents and their avatars were like a handful of dice thrown at the world. The outcome would be more a matter of chance than of any actual objective.

			“Mr. Just?”

			It was the shortest thug, Reaper.

			“Yes, Sean?”

			“Me and the guys been talkin’. Your boy was out there with us so I figured we might as well let you know.”

			“What’s that?” I asked. Temple was struggling to take over but I resisted him.

			“There’s five thousand dead by the CDC’s numbers and you and me know it could be five times that. This man, this Waxman is a killer like nobody else. And we don’t see how or why we should try and stand up against him. I mean, we’re all bad men, careless men. We all have done things to get us the death penalty in at least three states. But ever since you did what you did to us, all that is changed.”

			He paused for a while and then blurted, “I called my mother last night.”

			“Has it been a long time?” I asked.

			“Eleven years.”

			“Was it good to talk to her?”

			“It was like I was distant, you know?” Reaper replied. “Removed. She had a great time talkin’ to me. She said she was sorry about the way me and my brother were raised. She asked me to forgive her and I said that I have gotten to a place where I would never had gotten to if she hadn’t done what she did. She was happy, but I didn’t feel a thing.”

			“Do you dream, Sean?”

			“How did you know?” he asked, searching my face with his cornflower-blue eyes.

			“What are your dreams?”

			“Life. Trees and fishes, little dust mites crawling on the floor. And all of that comes with the music of the green moth. It’s like she’s deep in my chest, vibrating like a tuba. I melt down into all that other life and we come up like a soup, a stew of living things that don’t care about my mother or brother, friend or foe. We are all in this, like, the same and there’s this big shadow wanna crush the life outta us.”

			I nodded because I had the same dream whenever I managed to doze off.

			“And you know, it scares the shit outta me,” Reaper said.

			“So what do you want to do, Sean?” I asked.

			“Me? I wanna go live in the woods somewhere and feel what it’s like to just be quiet. I want to let loose’a what I’ve done, but most of all I want to put some distance between me and Waxman. I don’t believe that you or the man that wears your skin from time to time can stand against him. I don’t believe it and neither does Rooster or Rat.”

			“We have eighty-five thousand dollars in the bank,” I said by way of an answer.

			“Money don’t mean nuthin’ if you dead or walkin’ dead,” Reaper said.

			“You misunderstand me,” I said calmly. “You guys have done a good job with the preparations. I can’t ask you to stand up against Waxman. He’s a monster and I agree with you—he has a good chance of beating me. Just help us finish with our preparations and I’ll take out forty thousand dollars from the bank tomorrow and send you men on your way.”

			“No joke?”

			“I wouldn’t fight this battle if I didn’t feel I had to,” I said.

			“You could run with us,” Reaper offered.

			I had to fight back the urge to cry.

			That night I was sitting in the den thinking about Temple making love to my wife. He was forceful and passionate, whereas I always thought about anything I ever did. How does one consider a kiss? In what world does love have words? Temple was a passionate reconfiguration of me. He was a killer without conscience, a lover of any act of a carnal nature. He would lead me like a husky drawing a sled in the middle of an Alaskan winter.

			He was the beast of burden but I was in the driver’s seat. We didn’t like or respect each other but that’s what’s beautiful about war.

			“Dad?”

			“Yes, Seal?”

			She was standing at the door of my den.

			“Come in,” I said.

			She was wearing the long blue nightgown that I had bought for her not three months before. Then it suited her, but now her womanly figure showed all too clearly beneath its thin fabric.

			“I was looking for anything that had to do with people you came across since that day when you were arrested,” she said.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know. It just seemed important. I looked up Lon Farthey, and there’s a news report that says his body went missing from the mortuary where his family brought him.”

			At that moment a dog howled.

			Temple moved to the forefront of my mind and I stood back, thinking that Reaper had applied for his liberation one day too late.

			One of the systems we had put in place from the second day of our preparations was an alarm set up in every room of the house. Each alarm comprised a flat board and a buzzer powered by four AA batteries. Next to each buzzer was a button. These primitive mechanisms were connected by forty yards of thin yellow wire. Push any button and all the alarms went off at once. I reached for the device but before my finger got there the green moth sent out a shrill warning to every member of our semi-alien tribe.

			I pushed the buzzer anyway and went with my daughter to the living room—the prearranged meeting place.

			Reaper, Rat Man, and Rooster were already there—barefoot and bright-eyed, frightened and ready for a fight. Tessa and Brown were thundering down the stairs. As they reached the ground floor, a great blow was struck against the front door.

			To my pride and surprise the whole group surged forward. Only I, or more accurately my spirit, cringed, moving toward the back of my mind. But Temple led our unlikely band forward. The door was struck again and for the second time in two weeks it came flying off its hinges right at me.

			But Temple was up to the challenge. He grabbed the oak plank as easily as if it were made of balsa wood. Through the open doorway, a huge black dog with fever-yellow eyes and a blood-red tongue came loping. Temple slammed the door against the hound, sending the creature tumbling out the front door past a man standing at the threshold.

			He was tall with reddish-brown skin and genetically inconsistent silver-colored eyes. I realized that this was Tor Waxman, that the living embodiment of Death could shed bodies one after another, leaving the husk behind to die of fever.

			Waxman (he would always be Waxman to me) smiled. Behind him loomed a larger figure who was not yet recognizable.

			“I’ve come for you, Antibody, Cure,” the once-Indian man said. “The rest can feed my hound.”

			The feral beast was once again in the doorway eying us with murderous intent.

			“I don’t give a fuck about no light-eyed red nigger,” Rooster exclaimed.

			As the incurable racist stepped forward, Waxman moved to the side, revealing the hulking form of Lon Farthey. The walking corpse wore a soiled hospital gown and a grimace that sent trepidation even through Temple’s stout resolve.

			Rooster stopped.

			“Surprised to see your old friend?” Waxman asked. “It seems that an atom or two of Mr. Just’s blood mixed with Lon’s after the poor man died of a massive trauma to his brain. I was able to use that iota to make my first servant.”

			“Hey, boys,” Farthey said. His voice was deep and reverbatory, like the voice of a storybook troll calling out from a deep well.

			The wolf-sized dog growled and Waxman tittered.

			What followed was a span of ten or twelve seconds of absolute peace.

			In that time Temple reasserted his resolve and our white allies decided not to run. I could feel my son and daughter and wife standing behind me, ready to give up their lives for my blood in their veins.

			“You can switch bodies when you touch your victims,” I said to the reincarnation of Waxman. I made this observation to extend the momentary ceasefire. Waxman knew this but took the bait anyway.

			“It is one of my abilities,” he acknowledged.

			“You could work your way through a concert hall in one night,” I said. “What do you need with me?”

			“Even if I killed someone every second,” he said with a nod and a smile, “life would surpass me. I couldn’t even kill off humanity at that rate, and our goal, as you know, is to end all life on Earth.”

			“Not my goal,” I said.

			“Maybe not your wish,” he said, now grinning.

			At that moment the hound leapt over my head. There was a masculine yell and then a gurgle behind me and I knew one of my allies, possibly even my son, had died. I wanted to turn and kill the dog but Temple was completely in control at that moment. He charged Lon Farthey, surprising the homegrown American killer. I/Temple struck the towering corpse on the edge of his jaw knocking him out the door and onto his back.

			“Take Waxman!” Temple yelled at Rooster before jumping at Farthey again.

			I was on top of Farthey, throwing punches at his head and torso. He was laughing, counterpunching for every blow I threw. Farthey was so big that it almost seemed as if I were a child play-fighting with his father. We battled like that for maybe half a minute and then he kicked his legs up, throwing me over his head. Landing on my feet and looking into the house, I saw Tessa, Seal, and Rooster trying to hold off Waxman while the black hound was astride my recumbent son, his feral jaws snapping madly. Rat Man and Reaper were both dead on the floor with their throats torn out.

			Farthey advanced on me with both hands extended. I remembered then his attempt to strangle me. Temple grabbed him by the wrists and concentrated his will, as if it were a physical thing, against that of the walking corpse.

			“You can’t hurt me,” Farthey said with fetid breath. “I’m already dead.”

			Temple did not respond.

			The hound bit my son on the arm and he yelled. A flash of green sped up from behind, landing on the cur’s spine. It was my moth. The next thing I knew the dog yelped and jumped up, trying to bite his own back. The beast pranced up and down, crying and biting. But the moth stuck to his back, humming with a concentration impossible to describe in human terms.

			Brown was bleeding and Celestine rushed to help him.

			Rooster was leaning up against the wall with a desperate and forlorn look in his eye.

			Tessa was holding Waxman back, but just barely. Soon she would succumb to his superior, alien will.

			“Uh!” Farthey grunted and I looked back at the man I/Temple was struggling with.

			He had fallen to one knee. There was weakness in his face, a look of being frightened like a small child who had lost sight of his mother.

			But Temple had no sympathy. “Die again, motherfucker,” he hissed.

			“No. Please,” Farthey begged.

			Temple pressed our will forward like it was a battering ram. It entered Farthey’s body, and his life force began to dissipate. I felt sorry for the man. I wanted to save him. It seemed to me that my purpose was to save the lives of those poised against me. Life was my only focus, my paramount purpose. Life, I realized, was hope.

			Gazing through Temple’s eyes, I watched this hope fade for a second time from Lon Farthey’s husk. He collapsed and Temple fell to his knees—exhausted.

			I forced Temple to look up just in time to see my wife fall to the ground. Waxman, in his new body, pulled out a knife.

			Seal yelled.

			I pushed Temple’s tired persona aside and stood on shaky legs.

			“Stop!” I commanded.

			Waxman had no choice. He wanted to kill Tessa but my challenge took precedence.

			“It’s over, Cure,” he said with a smile. “I am the superior force. I will always be the victor.”

			Behind him was the carnage of the attack. The black dog was still hopping, trying to throw off the green moth. Rooster leaned against the wall gibbering to himself, and his friends were dead. Brown was hemorrhaging badly, while Seal tried to stanch the wound.

			Waxman was Death and Death is the final movement to any act of life. I knew this but still I staggered forward. Tessa tried to rise but failed. Celestine and Brown watched but neither one of them could help me, involved as they were binding the deep wound in Brown’s arm.

			I took another step and then bent down to put my hands on my knees.

			“Your guardian is depleted,” Waxman said. He took a step forward and loomed over me. “You have no hope of standing against me.”

			His words were as certain as my son’s blood. He believed in himself completely.

			For a moment then, I gave up hope. All men met this creature sooner or later; even the Powers of Existence ended in the collapse of reality into the primal atom. All things ceased and the only constant was that fact—a certain and final end.

			All beings die, I thought. But then I wondered. I was the philosopher in the unaccustomed role of warrior, whose reflex was still the realm of thought.

			It occurred to me, bowing there before my executioner, that ever since the beginning, life had not died. There was a spark somewhere a billion or more years ago and the flame of life had risen and raged, waned and sputtered, only to grow once more, spreading across the world. Death had never triumphed over life. I was part of a great conflagration that had kept itself ablaze for ages.

			This thought filled my being and the fatigue that had overwhelmed Temple suddenly lifted.

			I stood up straight and grabbed Waxman’s wrists as Temple had taken hold of Lon Farthey’s.

			Waxman’s new form smiled. “Mortality grabbing onto its own demise for support,” he said.

			But when I squared my shoulders, his smile thinned.

			When my fingers dug into his stolen flesh, he winced.

			The hound ran from the house yelping, and somewhere around my diaphragm I found a deep well of strength. It was all the history of Life—not of humanity alone but of the bacteria and insects, dinosaurs and viruses, fish and fowl—all there, all my history and strength.

			I looked into Death’s visage and saw an empty pit, a place where life rested but did not end. He, Waxman, was little more than the punctuation used to define the long story of Life. I was at the forefront of a living wave and he was only the space through which I progressed.

			This knowledge registered in his silver orbs. Fear began to gnaw at the edges of his certainty. He bent forward, seeking to reestablish his superiority. But I was unyielding. I seemed to grow while he remained, as ever, the same. Because Death did not evolve or change, it did not reinvent itself again and again toward ever-elusive perfection. Death was complete in itself and therefore limited to the background. It, Death, was merely a prop for life, a yardstick that measured our advance.

			Waxman, the personification of nothingness, saw himself for the first time in the reflective surface of the brilliance of my growing elation. As my power increased, his joints stiffened. His mind grew hazy. His thoughts became senile and repetitive. His lack of life overtook his dreams and he fell to the floor, eyes wide and unseeing, a self-aware corpse unable to manifest even a breath.

			I stood there in the necessary carnage of survival. Rat Man and Reaper had had their lives torn from them. Rooster sat on the floor with his back to the wall, moaning at the lies Waxman had imposed on him. My son was bleeding badly. Celestine and Tessa stood on either side of him and were taking him outside, to the car, I supposed.

			Waxman was defeated but Death could not die.

			“We’re taking Brown to the emergency room,” Tessa was saying. “Are you all right?”

			“Let me help you,” I said.

			I took a step and fell to my knees.

			“You rest,” Tessa said. “We’ll call from the hospital.”

			I stayed on my knees for long minutes, panting and reveling in the feeling of a billion years of life behind me.

			When I felt the hand on my shoulder I didn’t know if that would be the end of my particular branch of existence. It didn’t matter. My family was safe. My blood would carry them forward with knowledge that was bound to change the world.

			“Is he dead?” Rooster asked in a hollow, haunted tone.

			“No. He’s paralyzed.”

			“How’d you do that?”

			“I showed him how small and insignificant he was.”

			Rooster pulled me up by the arm. We stood there facing each other. If we had been different men we would have embraced at that moment.

			“He showed me what it was to be dead,” Rooster said. “It was a deep trench at the bottom of the ocean—dark and cold and never-ending.”

			“That’s not life, Harold. He wants you to believe it, but it’s not true. His masters want it, but once the flame is lit it will never be extinguished.”

			“We better clean up around here before somebody comes by,” Rooster said.

			We carried the bodies through the house and out to the garage: Lon “Raver” Farthey, Sean “Reaper” Gardener, Mason “Rat Man” Drinkman, and the tall Indian man who carried the null soul of Tor “Death” Waxman. We plugged in the big white freezer, placed Waxman inside, and were just securing it with thick chains and heavy padlocks when my cell phone sounded.

			“Hello?”

			“How are you?” Tessa asked.

			“Alive. How’s Brown?”

			“He’s going to lose his left arm just below the elbow and he’ll be blind in his right eye.”

			I opened my mouth but there were no words for the grief.

			“He told me to tell you that he was okay,” Tessa said. “He’s going to get the arm replaced with an aluminum bat and he says that that will make him a better soldier in your army.”

			“I’m so sorry, Tess. I didn’t mean to hurt our son like this.”

			“It’s a war, baby,” she explained.

			“I should have gone after that dog when he jumped over my head. Temple wouldn’t let me.”

			“He was right. If you hadn’t stopped that thug Farthey, we’d all be dead now. All but you and I saw in Waxman’s thoughts that he would have treated you worse than we plan to do to him.”

			I watched Rooster tightening the fourth chain around the Death Man’s electronic coffin.

			“Yeah,” I said. “He would have lashed me to a wall in some basement and drained my blood daily to fuel his undead army.”

			When I shuddered, the green moth flew in, landing on my left shoulder. She purred subliminally and the pain and fear slipped away.

			“How’s Seal?” I asked.

			“She’s with her brother. You shouldn’t worry, Marty. Sacrifice means survival.”

			“But he’s your son.”

			“And yours,” she said. “He’s done us proud, baby. He’s done us proud and he’s at peace with his wounds. He knows that his loss will give us a chance to succeed.”

			“Succeed at what?”

			“Whatever you decide, Mr. Martin Just. We will follow you even if you die.”

			“But, but I don’t want anybody to die. I just want to live the lives we had last week. You and I getting old together and the kids going to college. They’d give us grandkids and come home for the holidays.”

			“It’s not to be,” Tessa said over the radio waves of human technology. I wondered what my blood had whispered to her that I had forgotten.

			Rooster and I lowered the big freezer down into the ten-foot grave. The triple-insulated cable that powered it was long enough and we were strong enough, though it was a struggle. We placed the three dead racists into thick plastic bags and, after piling a few feet of dirt on the coffin, we placed them in the grave, both friend and foe. Then we filled the tomb with most of the soil we’d excavated and put the rest behind the house.

			In the days to come I would put in a new concrete floor above the burial site. But that night it was enough to lay in the soil.

			Tessa and Celestine came home. I made hot chocolate for them and they went up to sleep in my daughter’s bedroom. I kissed them goodnight and felt the loss of their leaving.

			“That’s a beautiful family you have,” Rooster said after they were gone.

			“You think so?”

			“I don’t have nobody.”

			“You don’t have any family?”

			“No . . . I got blood out there, but ever since that Waxman touched me I knew I was alone. You know, like a boat cut loose to drift out to sea.”

			“Because you already died,” I said, knowing that it was true.

			He nodded and said, “I think I’m gonna be movin’ on.”

			“You’re welcome to stay, Harold.”

			“I can’t,” he replied. “I can hear him down there in the ground. He’s callin’ to me. And even though I know I wouldn’t go there, it would drive me crazy to hear him whisperin’. Maybe if I get far enough away I won’t hear it no more.”

			Not ten minutes later Rooster was walking down the path from my front door to Charbadon Lane. He didn’t have so much as a paper bag for luggage.

			As he faded into the darkness of the night, I heard the great black dog howl for his master from the nearby hills. One day soon Brown and I would have to hunt the mongrel down and kill him. He was Waxman’s familiar as the green moth was mine.

			One day we would have to kill that dog, but that night it was enough to hear his baleful cry.
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“Walter Mosley is best known as one of contemporary
literature’s pre-eminent crime novelists, but hes actually
four or five different writers rolled into one . . . He’s an
altogether thornier, more idiosyncratic writer than readers
may know, an inveterate investigator and chronicler of his
own heart, mind and soul” —New York Times

1 awoke on a Saturday morning with the Plan
Sully formed, but fading, in my mind. Nothing
else had changed. It was as if I had gone 1o sleep
years before, contemplating a tricky conundrum,
and remained in that doze until the knotty
question had been completely disentangled—at
least mentally so, at least for a while.

But when I awoke it was merely the next morning,
as if vime had folded back on itself, deposiving me
where I was before.

Cells began to fire in my body. That’s the only
way I can describe it. It was as if my physiology
had also undergone some kind of transforma-
tion. I could feel my organs and glands pumping
out chemicals, altering tissue and even bone.
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