
David W. Edwards

Portland, Oregon USA



Imperiad Entertainment 
Portland, Oregon USA

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are prod-
ucts of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events 
or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2015 by David W. Edwards and Imperiad Entertainment. 
All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in 
any form whatsoever.

Grateful acknowledgement is made for use of the following copyrighted material:
Excerpt from “A Poem for Black Hearts” by Amiri Baraka (as LeRoi Jones). Copy-

right © 1969 by Broadside Press.
Excerpt from “Black Dada Nihilismus” by Amiri Baraka (as LeRoi Jones). Copyright 

© 1964 by Grove Press.
Excerpt from Mumbo Jumbo by Ishmael Reed. Copyright © 1972 by Doubleday, a 

division of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.
Lyrics from “Is My Living in Vain” written by Eluemila Clark and performed by The 

Clark Sisters. Copyright © 1980 by Bridgeport Music, Inc. Used by permission.
Lyrics from “Keep Holding On” by Slum Village. Copyright © 2004 by Capitol Records.

 First Imperiad Entertainment trade paperback edition October 2015

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Imperiad 
Entertainment at info@imperiad.com.

Cover art by Santiago Caruso (www.santiagocaruso.com.ar) 
Designed by Ryan Peinhardt

Printed in the United States of America 
ISBN 978-0-9897487-3-5

For more on the Nightscape universe, visit www.nightscapeseries.com.



CYNOPOLIS  11

Flames whirled and crackled through the corner lot house, belching 
gouts of black smoke. There was no hope of saving it. The firefight-
ers hauling sledges, chainsaws, ladders or hand lines worked only to 
contain the fire. No other homes were in any immediate danger. The 
Craftsman on the other side had been torched to its foundation the 
previous summer. Arson or entertainment, who knew anymore?

A fire engine was slant-parked in the street. Its beacon lights flashed 
silently over the growing crowd. A bright torrent of water fountained 
into the house through the doorless entry. Every break and rent in the 
structure belched smoke, hazing up the August sunset. The neighbors 
watched with fire-limned faces, some amused, some dispirited or an-
gry. Kids ran around the crowd’s outer edge as though loosed at a car-
nival midway. A shaved ice vendor parked kitty-corner from the blaze 
touting the latest cocktail flavors. The young onlookers closest to the 
fire’s perimeter squinted and held their hands up against the heat. They 
raised their cell phones to record the action.

Khonsu wheeled his blanketed grocery cart half-full of books down 
the sidewalk. “Scuse me,” he said, steering past a dazed woman with a 
swaddled baby against her hip. A sparking ember wafted by. He shuf-
fled on, sweating in his plain cotton tee and canvas overcoat. The air 
reeked of burnt plastic. Whole neighborhood is like a plastic bag on 
fire, he thought. It doesn’t go up all at once or in the same place, but it 
goes, dims, then flares to life again.

A firefighter in patchy black and yellow bunker gear radioed, “Fur-
ther units, neighbors corroborate search. House is vacant with no sign 
of squatters. I got one attack line pulled to the front of the house. En-
gine 23, we could use one aimed above the roofline.”

Khonsu pushed through the press of spectators unnoticed. He 
looked like a common beggar. His sort were so familiar and unlucky 
as to be invisible.

“Mo Jewish candlelight,” muttered a gray-haired man in a driver’s 
cap and muscle tee.

Overhearing the comment, a teenage girl asked her friend, “Were 
they Jewish?” Her friend shrugged, the skew of her mouth revealing a 
wad of pink gum.

“Hot as a hootchie’s cootchie,” said a kid in singsong to his younger 
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sister.
His mama said, “Stop it now. That ain’t for shorties to say.” She 

smoothed her denim skirt over ample curves.
He persisted in a teasing whisper.
Exhaling thirty proof Potter’s gin, the mama said, “I can still smack 

fire outta you.”
The kid darted away to join some older boys arguing the rules of a 

touch football game.
His sister, a kindergartener in a print skirt, said, “They got Barbie 

flavor.”
“What’s that?” The mama patted the girl’s braided head as the kid 

twirled in a lazy circle.
“The ice man got Barbie flavor.”
“I heard you and I’m sayin that ain’t no flavor.” The mama huffed and 

turned to a cousin standing next to her on the curb. “I don’t know what 
is on her biscuit. Girl wild for Barbie. Even named one after you. Must 
be that ironing board ass a yours.”

“Whatever gets it done. Just hope that doll’s gettin her young life on.”
“What you think? Nother insurance scam?” asked a shirtless man 

wearing a toolbelt around his khaki shorts. “Forty full a kerosene …”
“Who knows?” his neighbor said. “I heard Teddy Alford got more’n 

thirty thousand and you know that had to be on purpose. Talk bout 
arsony. Went up like Fourth a July.”

The fire reminded Khonsu of items he’d lost, pawned or given up. 
A handful of track and field ribbons from Central High School. Let-
ters his mama wrote to his daddy when she was a WWII army nurse. 
His daddy’s Combat Infantryman Badge kept in a Band-Aid tin. Baby 
teeth preserved in cotton balls like fragile Christmas ornaments. A 
Black Panther leaflet autographed by Stokely Carmichael. Keys of vari-
ous sorts: the old Chicago office of the 19th Brumaire; the library at the 
Southern Illinois State Pen (now the Menard Correctional Facility); 
his first Detroit bachelor suite; his cherished 1978 Chevy Malibu; the 
house on Chalmers Street he’d shared with Ronee and his three step-
children. Phantom keepsakes from a long-ago life.

About a block past the shaved ice truck, the crowd thinned to a few 
idle youths drinking malt liquor and smoking weed. “Aw yeah, Moc-
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Moc. We go back to free lunch. Heard he out the game.” “Shit you 
heard. And give up the bank come with it? Money what make peeps 
take you serious.” Khonsu ruffled his jowls as if exhaling underwa-
ter. He was relieved to be clear of the crowd and its forced intimacies. 
He breathed easier on his own. He maneuvered his Pick N Save cart 
around a heap of garbage bags leaking their swampy contents onto the 
sidewalk. Probably a deposit from the suburbs, he thought. Privileged 
bastards treat us like we’re their private dumping ground. Dumpsters, 
dumbsters.

His books wobbled then steadied inside the cart. He felt the shift-
ing weight in the palms of his hands. Despite his creeping arthritis, 
the weight was a comfort. Books were his passion and livelihood, but 
above all, his passion. He delighted and dealt in ‘black books’: secret 
histories of the African diaspora and its neglected achievements, po-
litical biographies from Ella Baker to Malcolm X, urban monographs, 
e.g., The Mis-Education of the Negro, even some avant-garde literature 
(“A mighty influence, Jes Grew infects all that it touches”). He stocked 
only the most critically or culturally meritorious books. No mercenary 
paperbacks on the conspiracy to ruin Herman Cain’s presidential bid, 
thank you, please. These books inspired in him a vital mania. He re-
called them like strains of beautifying music: Jessye Norman assaying 
Isolde’s Liebestod: Mild und leise/wie er lächelt … or the sweeping lento, 
con risoluzione movement of William Grant Still’s Symphony No. 1 “Af-
ro-American.” They inspired a sense of wholeness.

The homes in this subdivision all shared a uniform dinginess. The 
Gaston’s home was no different: a begrimed bungalow with a peaked 
roof gone slattern. Khonsu hid his cart in the shadows where the two-
track drive met the backyard fence. He parked his cart and mounted 
the front steps. The porch was partially bracketed by unpainted plank 
wood. Originally designed to safeguard food for the Gaston’s outdoor 
tabbies, the enclosure was one of many projects scuttled by Mister’s 
resurgent multiple sclerosis. Now the planks served as a crude trellis 
for dried-up Boston ivy.

Before knocking, Khonsu dusted his gray pork pie hat against 
his thigh then winged out his elbows to air his armpits. His arthritic 
shoulders ached. Age and hard living had eroded his sense of smell. He 
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hoped the extra dose of Eau de Toilette spray he’d applied that morning 
camouflaged his stink. He’d slept in the same underwear, dress socks 
and black chinos for the last three nights. Only Rosa could make him 
this self-conscious. At least his T-shirt was fresh from the Goodwill.

The door opened without warning. He dropped his lanky arms to 
his sides. Rosa asked, “What’re you doing out here? The Macarena?” 
She ushered him in with a tilt of her head.

He pantomimed helplessness, curling his lips over his yellowed 
teeth. The damp shine in Rosa’s eyes blanked his thoughts and he chid-
ed himself for granting her that power and more, for being surprised 
by it every time. His boots clomped in the hardwood entryway.

Rosa raised a finger to her lips and padded into the carpeted din-
ing room. She wore socks with mini-pom poms at the heels and was 
dressed for bed in loose-fitting sweats. At fifty-some years old, she was 
as trim and honey-brown as ever. But her movements were deliberate, 
even stiff. It’s happening to all of us, Khonsu thought. Flesh going to 
bark as age comes on.

“He asleep?” he asked, removing his hat. He was balding in uneven 
patches. The top of his head looked like a grayed-out moon.

“Don’t know. He’s down in the basement. But he always complains 
about the noise up here from just regular walking around. Says it inter-
feres with his star signals.”

Like the rest of the house, the dining room was clean, appointed in 
homey wood furnishings. The ivory walls were embellished with a va-
riety of country-style knick knacks, notably an assortment of vintage 
gardening tools and a dark brown curio with ceramic farm animals. 
All the decorative comforts put Khonsu on edge. He preferred the ac-
tion and low honesty of the streets.

Rosa put a hand on the back of a plantation arm dining chair as if 
to catch herself. Her almond-shaped eyes were glassy. “What can I get 
you? Water? Pop? Look awfully hot in that coat.”

“I’m fine, thanks. This is my all-season coat,” he said. He eased his 
throbbing lower back into a dining chair. He wished he could hide 
his salt-and-pepper stubble and ancient acne scars behind his hands. 
Rosa’s smooth cheeks shamed him; his looked as though he’d slept in 
a patch of Belle Isle grass. “Have a handful of things I can’t ever lose. 
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Living in the buckwild zone, I prefer to keep them on my person. It’s 
either this or fanny packing it.”

She sat in front of a half-empty glass of burgundy and an open copy 
of Vanessa Miller’s latest Christian pabulum. “I see.” Her fluttery eyes 
brimmed with tears.

Khonsu started with emotion. “What is it? Mister?” Her husband’s 
nickname came from the crisp elocution he’d adopted as a campus 
radical in the mid-1960s. A self-styled black Voltaire, Mister talked 
like an old book.

She nodded, momentarily too clenched to speak. It was then Khon-
su realized her wet-shine look at the door was likely from worry over 
Mister than her usual sullen concern for him.

“Is it the MS or … ?”
“The other—the intervention,” she managed.
“What’s he saying now?”
“I’m really worried, Joe Kye,” she said, calling Khonsu by his given 

name. “This vision—he’s given himself over to it. He’s talking decoder 
ring nonsense all the time. Sirius—the star—ancient Egypt, Anubis, 
the Dogon people, Hart Plaza, God, aliens, I don’t know what-all any-
more.”

“What do the doctors say?”
“They’re looking after his body, but … ” Her jaw muscles flexed tight. 

“Well, even that … You should know the Avonex was the last resort. 
Can’t keep using it or his liver will go. There’s nothing else, no treat-
ments, nothing. My focus now is on making him comfortable …”

Khonsu’s lungs gave out. The news raised a misery of emotions: 
sadness—for her, for him—and a kind of woozy anger. He’d given up 
thoughts of ever having Rosa, but now, despite his voluntary streetlife, 
the hopeless idea coursed through him again. His pulse quivered in his 
cheeks. “Aw, hell, I’m sorry Rosa. That’s a raw fact. You sure … ?” She 
made sad look graceful. Facts, fakes, faces—a line to a poem he’d never 
write.

“I don’t know where to go but to God, though this is His own setup.”
He reached across the table and put his large hand over both of hers. 

His hand was sweaty and his nails were ragged. He kept his eyes on the 
lacy table runner, nervous they might somehow give his thoughts away.
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“Can I see him?” he asked. As he slid his hand away, he dared look at 
her directly to gauge her reaction. Relief? Disappointment?

“Of course,” she said. “He’s down there with the books anyway, in 
case you need to shore up your inventory.”

“Mister!” Rosa called into the shadowy basement from the kitchen 
entrance. “Mister, you have a visitor.” She gave Khonsu a troubled smile.

Mister was slow to recognize his wife’s voice.
“You all right down there? It’s Khonsu,” Rosa said.
Mister felt weak in the head. He pulled the Egyptian-style death 

mask away, disrupting the thrum of stars. “Yes,” he said hoarsely.
“Just making sure sure.”
Mister sat up in the recliner to get his blood flowing. He had to get 

used to being in his body again. “Show him on down, thanks.”
Khonsu gave Rosa a last consoling look then descended in a crouch 

as if to shorten the distance he would fall should he stumble. The stairs 
complained with each step. He palmed the narrow concrete wall for 
safety. Rubbery gray wads of peeling paint and dustings of chalky efflo-
rescence came away on his hand. A wooden diagonal support blocked 
his view of the basement until near the bottom. Ducking his head be-
neath it, he found Mister bent in a recliner under a shiny bassinet-like 
canopy. He affected a casual tone: “What’s good, Mister?”

“Keeping my feet out the grease.” Mister was more rumpled fore-
head than face. Thin, arched brows and folded lids gave his dark eyes 
an Asian cast. A broad nose complemented his large nicotine-stained 
lips. His bony limbs poked out from a vintage orange and black plaid 
robe. A white fringe of beard covered his weak chin.

Mister’s severe decline was compounded by how much the base-
ment had changed since Khonsu’s last visit eight days ago. The library 
had been piecemealed into cardboard boxes and stacked in the cor-
ner closest to the stairs, presumably to clear space for the mess of ma-
chinery and shiny coils between the workbench and the recliner. The 
recliner had been outfitted with a grooved canopy connected via in-
sulated wires to grounded metal tubes on either side. Each tube was 
crowned by spun metal shaped like a doughnut. Khonsu tried not to 
linger on the strangeness of it all. “I was telling Rosa you got a three 
alarm up the block—another empty lit up. Tomfools determined to 
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burn their own heritage down for the show of it.”
“Live between ticks of the second hand.” His voice was dry but clear.
Khonsu smelled metal like air oxidized by a lightning strike. Ex-

posed remnants of old knob-and-tube wiring crisscrossed the base-
ment walls. A live short somewhere? He wondered if the pink insula-
tion stuffed in the ceiling was flammable (inflammable?)—whichever 
was dangerous. “I remember having reasons to set things off. Targets, 
remember? We mobilized, prioritized …”

Mister rolled his jaw as though chewing his words before speaking 
them. “We had a social conscience.”

“You aren’t lying. Social conscience. Political conscience. Historical 
conscience. You know things are bad when that shit’s out of date. These 
youngbloods are fighting a losing battle with their own egos. Diabo-
lists. That’s what they are.” The term had come to Khonsu unbidden 
from a childhood sermon.

“What?” Mister roused from his trance.
“Diabolists. You know—like the devil? They give in too easily to 

their own worst natures. I never thought to be cynical, but there it is. 
They have no natural constraints. They have no sense of reciprocation. 
All-in anti-rational.”

“I’m not so sure anymore.” Mister drummed his fingers on the gold 
jackal-headed mask. There was a dim afternoise from his time under 
the mask he couldn’t quiet or drown out. “Here to stock up?”

“I’m running light, yeah.”
“Help yourself. There’s an empty,” he said, pointing to an upturned 

cardboard box. “Use that.”
Anxious for an excuse to turn away, Khonsu retrieved the topmost 

box from an ungainly stack and began riffling through the oversized 
paperbacks. All of the volumes bore the stamp of the Gaston’s defunct 
Anubis Press. As its former press operator, he recognized the titles as 
among the last printed: a photo-essay on political graffiti Spray Bomb 
the Metro, From the Heart to the Head: Turning Anger into Political Ac-
tion, the ghetto queen memoir High on the Down Low, a history of the 
counterculture newspaper Fifth Estate. Mister’s own The Night Under-
ground marked the quiet end—summer 2001. These titles always sold 
poorly or not at all, but out of deference to Mister, he would select a 
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few. At least he had a shot at selling High on the Down Low. He could 
see pitching it to the Bridge Card mamas at Algonquin Park.

“What did we get for all our protest?” Mister asked. “The 19th Bru-
maire didn’t leave any traces of itself.” Then, realizing how the com-
ment belittled Khonsu’s sacrificial prison term, he added, “My biddy 
press didn’t leave any marks either. You’re the only authentic race con-
scious man on the street. I know, in these post-Obama times, we’re 
not supposed to talk race. But you have to know who you are, where 
you’re from.”

Khonsu grunted in agreement as he lowered another box to the un-
swept cement. The contents of this one looked more marketable than 
the last. It contained items from Khonsu’s library slated for sale. There 
was a hardcover copy of Asante’s classic The Egyptian Philosophers: An-
cient African Voices from Imhotep to Akhenaten, a first edition of No 
Name in the Street with minimal foxing around the edges, and a few 
selections from Toni Cade Bambara, including the debut of “Gorilla 
My Love” in the November 1971 issue of Redbook magazine.

“The world’s given over to money-grubbing. Mammon won the 
revolution we tried for. That’s what these hoodrats are after now: cash 
money paid. Race consciousness? What’s the use of that except maybe 
to get more government cheese?” Mister snorted for emphasis. “Ah, 
clatterbones. It’s like everything with Kwame. Bled the city dry and 
they still love him for his hustler’s acumen. I saw this sign on Eight 
Mile coming back from the doctor—sign for a scrapping yard—said, 
‘We take cars with or without a title.’ How’s that even legal? We’re hold-
ing ourselves to the wrong standards. Just fall right in with the white 
man’s ruling myths.”

“Preach it, Mister,” Khonsu said, packing a late collection of Amiri 
Baraka’s poems.

“Maybe what we need is more diabolists.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m convinced the first step in a real revolution is chaos. Blind un-

reason. The 19th Brumaire … far too cautious. We used bombs like 
prank kids. We should’ve been atom smashers. We should’ve burned 
the earth alive.” Mister wondered if anger had an evolutionary purpose. 
When this bout of MS had threatened to make his life a series of small 
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feints and parries, the intervention renewed his youthful anger. “We’re 
like those thousands of stray dogs—scared, disorganized, without a 
ready means to change things, scraping by. But we know how it has to 
go. Deep down, we know. If we want a new zero-point, it has to start 
with terror.”

Terror, terrier, rat-a-tat-tatterdemalion. The associations came to 
Khonsu like a child babbling to screen out a bad situation.

“This happened to Fanon too—this escalating anger at the end. 
After he was diagnosed with leukemia, he wrote Toward the African 
Revolution on a ten week tear. He lacerated the liberation movements 
of his day, thinking they’d failed themselves, gone soft or corrupt. He 
actually worried about coming across as too angry. Imagine Fanon—
always eager to beat the brakes off the revolution—worried about that.” 
His laugh sputtered into a dusty cough.

Khonsu paused in his book-packing. He admired Mister for his ab-
stract learning as much as Bernal’s black Socrates, but couldn’t abide 
him advocating violent revolution as though it were as simple and 
bloodless as pulling down a curtain of night over the country. “Rosa 
told me how awful sick you are. It isn’t just theoretics anymore, I guess.”

“Oh, I am. But not in the way she means. It’s the intervention. It 
made me sick with the truth about our lives—how small they are.” The 
intervention. That was Mister’s term for the supposed mystico-reli-
gious visitation. He’d been on the verge of a late-night doze when it 
happened: a controlling voice lanced through him like a star shrunk 
to fit between his ears. Every surface quivered in time to the voice’s 
modulations. The voice boosted him to a place where he experienced 
a lifetime of wonders in a moment. Space showed itself an iridescent 
black and buzzed in the lurid register of dreams. He’d parsed the actual 
message later, joining uncertain sounds into a coherent whole. The es-
sence of it proved to be instructions, specifically, a set of schematics. 
Other, less intense episodes had followed at seemingly random inter-
vals. More and more they left him feeling marooned.

“What truth are you talking about?” Khonsu didn’t try to hide the 
skepticism in his voice.

“The origin of the Race—of every race—the Dogon, the dog star, 
Sirius, all this … ” He waved to indicate the strange apparatus. “The 
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voice—I’m calling it Anubis now—it’s made telepathic contact before. 
I’m not the first and I won’t be the last. But it’s been a long time, cen-
turies even. It was wounded or imprisoned—sequestered in another 
dimension.” Mister gestured pointedly, relieved to be out with as much 
of the truth as he dared.

Khonsu got to his feet, hunching over to avoid bashing his head on 
an unfinished beam. It was clear Mister was as cracked up as Robin-
wood Street. He stepped around a faded 1959 Stratocaster he’d never 
seen Mister play and leaned against the workbench. The bench was 
cluttered with various tools—vise grips, a rip-claw hammer, needle-
nose pliers, a combination square, an acetylene torch—along with a 
scattering of scribbled-on 3" × 5" notecards. Khonsu reached across 
Mister’s legs to collect a card on its edge.

“Its messages appear to come from Sirius, but I suspect Sirius B—
the companion star—is a relay station, not the true source.”

Khonsu had a sinking feeling as he read: No. 89 Evidence of sacred 
geometry? The pentagram described by Judge Woodward’s plan for De-
troit could be considered a crown or ornament. This star has five points. 
Any relation to the dog star? It struck Khonsu that, with the exception 
of his arthritis, his defects were wholly visible—bad skin and teeth, a 
scar on his right thigh acquired in the pen … “How often do you hear 
it? Do you hear it now?”

“Its signals are weak and unpredictable. That’s why Anubis gave me 
instructions on how to build this receiver-transmitter. I have to be 
ready at any moment.” Mister rocked his jaw side-to-side then whis-
pered, “Sunday was the last time. A brief communion. But enough 
for me to learn what it wants.” His chest hurt from anticipation. He 
couldn’t wait for Anubis to fill the aching vacuum with utopian ener-
gies which, like coalescing bubbles, would lift him far above this life.

Khonsu softened his tone to match Mister’s. Though he had many 
grounds for despising Mister, it pained him to see the man humbled in 
his reason. “Go ahead, you can tell me.”

“Anubis has taken many forms, moving from body to body across 
vast reaches of space, changing shape as it goes. Its mind is that pow-
erful—mind over matter ad absurdum. You wouldn’t believe what it’s 
shown me.” At this, he hugged the mask tight.
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“What then? What does the voice—this Anubis—actually want from 
you?” The mask’s white cataracted eyes stood out from its gilt surface.

Mister craned his neck over the mask. “To make me an angry god.”
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