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PROLOGUE

	 

	It was the sunlight that made me realize staying up late had been a mistake. It came filtering through my office window and brought me back to a state of true consciousness. Without ever thinking about it I had just kept working the night before.

	It had started well enough. I was on schedule to finish. I had all the numbers input, I had the latest correlated model. Around three in the afternoon the server run finished. It was all done, ready to be packaged up in pretty charts and pictures and turned into the next day’s presentation.

	Except I did not like the results. So instead of preparing slides I started tweaking with the model. I went through the data again, made sure everything was right. I loosened the conditions, allowed for more generous economic growth, made more optimistic assumptions about voter turnout. By seven o’clock I was hungry and I had rerun the model. The results were the same.

	I should have called it then. I had the results I needed and had done my due diligence, making sure there was nothing I missed. At least I had the foresight, gained during many college all-nighters, to put together some slides. If all else failed I would still have something to present at tomorrow’s meeting.

	I should have gone home then. Gone to bed, been rested for the next day. Instead I went out to grab something to eat, brought it back to the office, and started again. I tweaked the model further, now getting into realms of fantasy and slim probabilities. At some point not long after midnight I had completed a third run of the day. The results were the same.

	I made some tweaks to my slides, but at that point I was running on so little sleep that everything felt unreal. Without conscious deliberation I started tweaking the model again, trying to get the results I wanted yet constrained by an unwillingness to just dump in fictional numbers. I fell asleep in my chair before I finished.

	So, on the big morning, I packed up my notebook, walked down to the metro, and by the time the sun had risen I was in the West Wing of the White House.

	The meeting took place in the new conference room facing the south lawn. I stood at the front of the room while political advisors, campaign advisors, hacks, sycophants, and hangers-on circled the table. We waited twenty minutes for the president to arrive. He did so in a tornado of an entourage that filled the rest of the room. President Browning himself sat down at the center spot, leaned forward, and fixed me with an expectant stare.

	At one time that stare had put me off, but now I rolled with it, launching straight into my presentation. Another lesson I had learned, this one the easy way, by witnessing the failure of others, was to keep these presentations short. There was no such thing as too short. This one, on that fateful day, was three slides: national numbers, key state breakdowns, and conclusions.

	It took me less than five minutes. On the final slide I turned to the president, making sure to look him in the eye, and summarized the results I had struggled so hard against the previous night.

	“Based on current polling,” I said, “and given best case scenarios for economic growth, campaign funding, and voter turnout . . . I do not see any realistic scenario, Mr. President, in which you win reelection next year.”

	What followed was forty-five minutes of recriminations from the hacks lining the table. They demanded to know, with the election eighteen months away, how I could be so certain. I pointed out I was not certain and referred them to the exact probabilities in my results slide, still displayed there on the screen. They asked about my model, did it factor in this or that, which of course it did, or else they named some factor that pundits like to pontificate about but which bears no statistical relation to election results.

	Some started throwing out wild scenarios or calling into question the very premise of my analytical approach. I sought refuge in my original assignment. “I was asked to use my election model to predict, as best as possible with current data, the likelihood of a Browning victory next year. It is not impossible that something out of the ordinary could happen. It’s just that the probability is very small.”

	With the end of this meeting’s allotted time drawing near the president at last put an end to all of the complaints. He paused in a way that seemed to enlarge himself. “Gentlemen,” he said, “there’s no point denying it. Sam is right. My approval rating is in the single digits, oil prices are skyrocketing, unemployment is,” at first I thought it was another dramatic pause, but instead he looked about for the words, then conceded by slumping back in his chair.

	“If I announce now that I won’t run for a second term and will be dedicating myself full time to this crisis then another Republican will have enough time to mount a campaign in ‘28.”

	There was at first total silence. His chief of staff, Arnold Marshal, broke it by starting off again, “Mr. President, Sam’s models are not infallible.”

	“I will be the first to admit,” I said.

	But the president was already waving us off. “This is telling us in numbers what we already know,” he said without looking up. “If I do step aside who would replace me on the ticket?”

	“Vice President Spielman is the most logical choice,” Mr. Marshal said.

	“What would his chances be Sam?”

	“I haven’t run the model for any other candidate, Mr. President. The polling data on the vice-president is too scarce to come up with anything meaningful anyway. I’d have to conduct new polls.”

	Soon there were several other names floating across the room. Senator Popovich was mentioned, though nobody thought he wanted to run. Less known names got thrown out, like Jim Coleman, Greg Smith, Mark Drake, and other potential also-rans. I brought up the possibility of General McHenry, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

	“Isn’t he like a hundred years old?” someone asked.

	“He would be over eighty by the time of the inauguration, but he’s the only person mentioned so far with any name recognition. I have some limited polling on him that puts his approval higher then seventy-percent.”

	“It sounds like we’re really reaching here,” one campaign advisor said, “are you sure you won’t reconsider Mr. President?”

	Browning did not say anything at first.

	“Heck,” someone else said, “at this rate maybe Adam Hanson will run.”

	Everybody in the room burst out in laughter at this suggestion. Except for me. I had looked into Adam’s polling numbers as well.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Part 1

	 

	In the 

	Beginning there was the Word

	



	


Chapter 1

	 

	BIRTH OF A NATION

	 

	It was not a dark and stormy night.

	In truth it was not even night. More like evening. Early evening, fading perhaps into late afternoon. It was six o’clock. In the springtime. The sun was still above the horizon. In fact, it would not have been dark at all if not for the aforementioned storminess.

	It was not quite stormy either. Dark clouds had rolled in off the plains and filled the sky. A warm, ominous wind gusted up to the mountains, carrying booms of thunder and promise of a spring shower. It had, however, not yet started to rain.

	So it was not, in a literal sense, a dark and stormy night. But Adam always liked to say he was born on a dark and stormy night. And to him, in his fashion, that was true. Or, as he liked to say, “That’s not true, but it should be.”

	To Adam the world was filled with mystic wonder. Obstacles in life were demons and monsters to be conquered. Mundane organizations were guilds of magic. Friends were wizards and paladins of light. At the center of it all was Adam himself, the man of destiny, chosen by fate for the highest purpose. It was epic.

	On this somewhat darkened and not yet stormy early evening Adam Jonathan Hanson was born. In his time he was many things. A poet and a warrior, a lover and a visionary, an idealist, a prophet, a leader, a messiah. He was my friend. I’ve heard him described a lot of ways by a lot of different people but this, more than anything else, is how I will always think of him.

	Adam asked me to tell his story, and that’s what I endeavor to do, though I’m not sure he would like everything I have to say. I was there for much of it, some of the most important events, and can attest to its accuracy inasmuch as I still remember so many years later. For his early life I only have what he told me during long plane rides or late night chats or stories I’ve heard from those who knew him before me. So its all fallible, and maybe little of what I say about Adam is true. But it should be.

	 

	Adam Hanson was born in the springtime in a nondescript hospital in Boulder, Colorado, son of Alan Hanson and Cara Pullman-Hanson. At various times rumors would emerge that these two were cousins, aware or unaware. The stories of incest in Adam’s family, I suspect, were just that: stories spread by his opponents. Most Americans gave them little credence.

	In the time I knew Adam he spoke of his parents as hippies, but in different terms. His father was a ‘dirty’ hippy, a ‘spaced-out’ hippy, a ‘peacenik’ hippy. In contrast his mother was a ‘flower-child’ sort of hippy, an ‘idealistic’ hippy, a ‘compassionate’ hippy.

	In fact, by the time Adam was born, the most appropriate hippy adjective for both his parents was ‘former.’ They were lawyers, his mother for the ACLU and various civil rights non-profits, his dad of the public defender variety. Even this level of hippy did not last Adam’s childhood. His dad sold out in the mid-eighties, becoming a junior partner. He moved his family, which now included baby Paula and his two older children he had at last gotten full custody of from his drugged out first wife, to a suburb south of Denver. The house was much bigger, and across the street was a reservoir canal with only mountain wilderness beyond. 

	It was here that Adam’s horizons expanded beyond the backyard of their small Boulder home, into the call of a vast, unexplored frontier. Over the course of the summers there Adam embarked on a series of adventures.

	He explored up the canal until he came to a tributary stream. It was perhaps more properly labeled an irrigation ditch. But in typical fashion Adam dubbed it the Great Serpent River, for reasons only he understood, and set out to chart its course. Upriver he pushed through vegetation and waded along the streambed. Eventually his efforts were rewarded as he emerged at a vast waterfall. Upon seeing the falls for the first time, highlighted in afternoon sunlight, Adam was struck by their magnificence, and shouted with joy. Later, in a travelogue he would compile, Adam called them the Red Reed Falls, after the reddish reeds he found growing there.

	The falls were, of course, only about twelve feet high, the water spilling out of a buried pipe. Had somebody else made the discovery they might have passed it by as unremarkable, but to Adam’s imagination it was a discovery from the Age of Sail.

	By the end of that first summer Adam had enlisted several neighbor kids, and at times even his elder sister, in exploring and adventuring in this wilderness. He drew maps of the region and filled them with names from mythical history or high fantasy. There was the Witches’ Vale, the Tree of Wisdom, Seven Tree Fort, the Feather Valley. He populated the land with fierce creatures and dark beings to be vanquished, then led his cohorts on expeditions to do just that. They defeated the orcs and the dark elves, made an uneasy alliance with the Minotaur, and foiled the evil machinations of the witch coven. It was, as always, epic.

	 

	Perhaps the most frightening experience of Adam’s childhood, as near as I could glean, was witnessing the fight between his father and older brother. I suspect there were several such fights, and perhaps Adam conflated them in his mind. He never told me about any of them. I got the story of a particular one from his sister Paula, which, if not the only one, could at least stand in for them all.

	It started on Adam’s thirteenth birthday. Another good year at school had netted him the ultimate Christmas present: a dog he named Butch Cassidy (sometimes called Butch, sometimes Cassy). Adam taught this blue heeler mix to come, sit, stand, rollover, shake, and howl. That birthday he asked for, and received, the one thing that could compete with a dog for his attention. His first guitar. Somewhere between Guns N’Roses and grunge it had entered Adam’s consciousness that music was cool, and he was determined to create it.

	On that fateful birthday he sat upstairs in his bedroom plucking strings and creating haphazard noise. It was not loud, the strings were too stiff, too sharp on his fingers yet to make much noise, but it filled his room enough that he did not hear the first volley. Instead there were distant rumblings underneath his guitar plucking that escalated until at last they bubbled forth into awareness.

	Adam wandered out to the top of the stair, where Paula, three years junior, was already transfixed. Down at the front door the Junior and Senior Alans were shouting, face to face, at the top of their lungs. By this point Adam’s older brother was old enough to be a legal adult, and that formed the crux of the problem.

	“Come home drunk . . !”

	“. . . make my own decisions . . !”

	“. . . not old enough to drink . . !”

	“. . . you’re drunk yourself . . !”

	“I wasn’t driving!”

	“This is bullshit!”

	To Adam and Paula, who clung to her older brother as they looked down the stair, it was a cacophony of half-heard phrases shouted atop each other. Neither of them quite grasped the concept of drunk. The battle ended when the combatants, without preamble, withdrew, Junior out the front door and the father into the kitchen.

	If the episode was not frightening enough at the time Adam would regard it as terrifying in retrospect because of what followed. Alan Jr. did not return home, that night or that lifetime. Up until then Adam had not realized how much his father’s attention and wrath was funneled at his older brother, and with that shield gone how horrid his own life would become.

	Even before the school year let out Adam found himself responsible for a litany of chores around the large house. They were nothing untoward, yet they were nothing he had ever had to do before, or even considered having needed to be done. He was lax about them. Which, of course, angered his father.

	By that summer Adam’s father was establishing even larger plans. Foremost among these was summer camp.

	“Did your mother tell you about it?” his father asked over the kitchen counter.

	“Yeah.”

	“You don’t want to go?”

	“Not if I don’t have to.”

	“I thought you would have wanted to. You get to go exploring in the wilderness.”

	Adam frowned. “It sounds stupid.”

	“I think you might like it.”

	“I don’t think I will. Do I have to go?”

	Alan paused and took a long draw from his beer. “Well, no. But what are ya gonna do this summer?”

	“I dunno. Whatever.”

	“He doesn’t want to go,” Cara said as she entered the kitchen and came up beside her husband. “We can let him stay home if he wants.”

	This got her a skeptical look from Alan.

	“I got straight A’s at school,” Adam said. “Again. Do I have to be punished now?”

	“No, but apparently I do.”

	Adam could not put words to the atmospheric shift this created in the room, but he knew he did not like it, and so slipped away to his room.

	The day school got out that year, and many weekends after, Adam and his mom went into the mountains for a day hike. It was one thing they both enjoyed and nobody else in the family showed interest in. They climbed the trails of Colorado’s Front Range, reaching reservoirs and hanging lakes and scenic overviews of the city and the mountains. Right away this new frontier was incorporated into Adam’s world view, now informed by the advent of video games such as Final Fantasy and Dragon Warrior.

	One day they hiked out to the ruins of an old mining camp. Little was left but foundations, half a wall, and some boarded over holes in the ground. To Adam it was the remains of a castle, once the home of a mighty king but now sacked by goblins lead by an evil mystic seer.

	“One day,” Adam said, “I will conquer these lands and build a new castle of my own in these mountains. For I am a Paladin of Light!”

	At the moment though, he explained to his ever patient mother, they had to defeat the horde of goblins still living there in the ruins, then embark on the trail of the evil seer. The goblins had powerful shamans of their own, so it was fortunate his mom was also a powerful priestess who could call forth divine protection to shield him.

	While not a priestess outside Adam’s fantasies Cara was active in her church. She had never made her kids join her, so they had not been a church-going family. That summer, in part to escape the chores and disdainful eye of his father, Adam started joining his mom at the Christ Church of the Front Range, at first for service on Sundays then as a volunteer other nights of the week. The Bible, if one knew where to look, was just as good a source of epic fantasy fodder as the Lord of the Rings, both of which his mom introduced him to that summer.

	I get the impression his mom was not so religious as to be put off by her son’s fantasies, just as he was not concerned enough with appearing ‘cool’ to worry about being too old to engage in them. With her daughter and step-daughter becoming moody teenagers always at odds with their mother, she was just happy to be so close with her son.

	 

	For Adam the fantasies may never have ended. By the time he was approaching high school though his father felt that they should. “So, you ready to start high school next year?” Alan asked his son one spring afternoon at the kitchen counter.

	“Sure, I suppose.”

	“It’s a lot different than junior high.”

	“Yeah, all the teachers said that too. Seems like there’s a bigger difference between elementary school and junior high.”

	“Oh?”

	“Well in high school you still have multiple classes, multiple teachers, and a locker to go to in between. It’s just bigger.”

	“I guess that’s true.” His father smiled and pulled up a seat across from Adam. “Your mother and I are thinking about sending you to private school.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“It would be harder, but it’ll help you get into a better college.”

	“Why does that matter?”

	“You’ll want to go to a good college. You’re a smart kid, keep getting grades like you have and you could get into an Ivy League school.”

	Adam grimaced. “I still don’t see why that matters.”

	“If you want a good job nowadays you have to have a college degree. Your mom and I both got our degrees.”

	“I guess.”

	“You’ll need to go to college and to law school if you want to be a lawyer like us.”

	“Why would I want to do that?”

	“Lawyers make a lot of money.”

	“Are you saying you have a lot of money?”

	His dad laughed at this. “And obviously you would be very good at it.”

	“I don’t want to be a lawyer. I want to be a rock star.”

	“That’s not going to happen.”

	“Why not? Mom said I could take guitar lessons this summer.”

	“Very few people get to be rock stars.”

	“But some do. No reason I can’t.”

	His dad paused for a moment. “So what do you think about private school?”

	“Whatever.”

	“You wouldn’t be with your friends . . .” his father said slowly, watching for a reaction.

	“Eh.” Adam shrugged. “I don’t have a lot of friends at school.”

	“You’ll probably have to study more than you did in junior high.”

	“That’s what everybody tells me.”

	Among the potential schools Adam and his mother both favored the one closer to home and with a larger music program, and his father accepted that judgement. That, however, to Adam’s great shock, was not the end of things. No sooner had he been enrolled then the school began sending him assignments. Homework, over summer vacation! It was, to Adam, the highest of insults, tantamount to treason or blasphemy, a form of slavery men laid down their lives to be free of, a mockery of everything good and pure in the world.

	By the end of July rebellion was fomenting in Adam’s mind. His summer had been wasted reading garbage like The Scarlet Letter and taking endless formal guitar lessons, which he found worse than not playing at all.

	It was, as such, that Adam resolved to run away from home. He packed a flashlight, matches, and some food, for him and Butch, and together they slipped out of the house after dinner one night. Not wanting to be spotted he decided to employ camouflage. In the backyard he applied mud to his face, arms, and clothing, and used this to stick on grass and leaves, thinking himself some kind of Navy Seal.

	Knowing the terrain he headed up beyond Red Reed Falls, to the little hollow he called the Pit. Boy and dog huddled up there, took stock of themselves, and bedded down for the night.

	His father, mother, and sisters arrived an hour later, casting about with flashlights. They came upon the boy laying there in the little hollow, covered in leaves and trying to sleep despite a chill. When the flashlight shone upon Adam, revealing how he looked, his father, rather than the rage Adam expected, erupted into laughter. He called everyone over to see the little ‘elf boy.’ The name hurt Adam more than the laughter, for the elves were among the fell creatures he had fought to wrest control of these lands from.

	They took Adam home, cleaned him up, and nothing more was said of the episode, except for his father’s occasional references to elves or sprites. A few weeks later Adam started high school.

	 

	Being dead set against private school it took Adam only the first semester to get expelled. As the semester drew to a close he found himself accompanying his parents to the Rocky Mountain Ranch Academy for a special conference. He sat there, a mix of sullenness and repressed glee, while a counselor droned on about how he was not applying himself, that he had failed three of his seven subjects, that his performance was too poor to continue in regular classes, that he would have to be placed on academic probation.

	Adam knew that they would have expelled him, should have expelled him, except that would mean no longer taking his parents money. He sat there, trying to figure out how to get expelled without asking for it outright. Getting out of this busywork factory was the first step on his road to becoming a rock star.

	He need not have worried. His father conceded defeat, announcing that Adam would not be back for the next semester. As the special conference concluded Adam at last spoke. “Can I go say goodbye to my favorite teacher?”

	“Of course.”

	Down the hall he found Dr. Leonard Prichard, a jovial old black-man, in his room. “I just stopped in to say good-bye.”

	“Adam,” the doctor looked up from some paperwork in surprise. “What are you doing here now?”

	“Special parent-teacher conference.”

	“Oh?”

	“I’m not going to be back next semester. So I wanted to say good-bye to the only teacher here that was any good.”

	“I’m flattered but I doubt that’s the case. What happened? You were doing so well, you were the top grade in my class.”

	“Yeah, well,” Adam shrugged. “I failed English. And math, but just barely, I could make that up. But English class was fu . . . was lame.”

	“The papers you did for me were excellent.”

	“That’s because it was something interesting. In English they wanted us to write about the ‘themes’ of some crappy novel. As if theme even means anything. They just wanted us to write back to them what they told us. Any original thought is shunned.”

	This brought a chuckle from the old man. “You’ll find that’s most of high school.”

	“I guess.”

	“I’m glad to have had someone so interested in history. I don’t usually see that kind of dedication.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Well good luck son.” Dr. Prichard reached out to shake hands, then pulled Adam in to an embrace. “I’m sure you’ll do well wherever you end up.”

	“Thank you, Dr. Prichard,” Adam said, his face a little flushed despite himself. “Thanks for everything.”

	For Adam it was a joyous holiday season. He was registered at the local high school, which did not return from break until mid-January. The offset between the different schools’ schedules meant he had a whole month off starting the week before Christmas. Without the burden of between semester assignments he was free to become involved in snow fort construction, sledding, catching up on fantasy novels he missed the past summer, and of course guitar. He could play the key rifts from ‘Smoke on the Water’ and ‘Black Dog,’ and the first little bit of ‘Sweet Child of Mine.’ He would repeat these over and over while up in his room, much to the consternation of his older sister in the room next door.

	His father, meanwhile, was forlorn and moped through the holiday season. Then, just after the New Year, 1994, Alan Hanson Sr, while driving into work, stopped in for morning coffee. He had just picked up his latte and turned to leave when he clutched his chest and dropped dead. The coroner said it was a massive heart attack. He was fifty-one years old.

	While Adam never seemed fazed by the passing of his father, his sisters took it harder. It was Paula who told me, many years later, that her father had it set that his sons would follow in his footsteps, his original footsteps, as public defenders or advocates for noble causes. They would become who their father wanted to be before he ‘sold out,’ would be, as Adam said, ‘self-righteous hippies.’ With Alan Jr. a high school dropout and a drunk and Adam showing no interest in any kind of career the old man lost hope. He died, literally, of a broken heart.

	 

	To Adam’s mother the once wonderful, spacious house was now both depressing and too large. Within a month the family moved several blocks north to a smaller, split-level place. The girls took the three bedrooms upstairs while Adam got the basement. Removed from the edge of the fantastic wilds he conquered as a prepubescent and installed in his own hermetic compartment, complete with its own, separate back entrance, this room fully defined Adam’s teenage years.

	The first day back at school, at public high-school, Adam found himself coasting. Most of his classes were behind the needlessly accelerated schedule of the academy. He would soon find himself taking tests he had taken before, except easier. It was a mirror universe. Math and biology were a breeze. English was still nonsense, but the level of effort demanded was so low he could sleepwalk to a C, which was what he did.

	Of course, this meant history also had the opposite flavor. In public high-school he found himself in world rather than US history, being taught by a bespectacled middle-aged man with a sad comb-over called Mr. Henner. On that first day of the new quarter Mr. Henner stood in front of the class and told everyone to find a partner for the ‘peer teaching units.’

	In another class Adam would have trudged along with whatever, but this was history, and he had higher standards. He raised his hand. “What are we doing?”

	“Peer teaching.” Henner glared at Adam over his glasses.

	“What is that?”

	“Each team is going to take a chapter I assign, study it, then present what they learn to the rest of the class at the end of the quarter.”

	“So you’re assigning us to do your job for you.”

	This brought an edge to the teacher’s voice. “I’m assigning you a presentation.”

	“A presentation that just happens to be identical to your job. If you were doing it.”

	“You don’t have to like it, but you do have to do it if you want to pass.”

	Adam felt too incredulous to continue. He sat there in numb silence while the rest of the class began partnering up. Not that he knew anybody anyway; he had been in enough classes to know how this worked. He would wait for people with friends to settle out, then would be left with one of the remaining undesirables. Or there would be an odd number, and he would end up by himself, in which case of course he would not bother doing the nonsense assignment at all.

	“Do you have a partner,” a scrawny kid with thick glasses asked him.

	“Nope.”

	“Want to partner up?”

	“Sure, why not.”

	The kid sat down next to him. “Abe,” he offered his hand.

	“Adam,” they shook. “Are you really gonna do this assignment?”

	“We kinda have to.”

	“We don’t have to do anything.”

	“Yeah, true, but if we want to pass . . .” Abe shrugged. “It’s no different than last quarter.”

	“He made you do this last quarter?”

	“Yeah, there’s one every quarter in this class.”

	“Does this guy ever actually work himself?”

	“Well, we don’t spend the whole time on this peer teaching stuff. At least, we didn’t last quarter.”

	On the first night in their new house, with Adam’s stuff still in boxes in the basement, his family sat around their bare dining room counter eating Wendy’s, his fast food of choice.

	“Mom,” he said, “can my friend come over next weekend. We have a history presentation thing we need to work on for school.”

	“You have a friend?”

	“Yeah, his name’s Abe. He’s cool.”

	“Of course he can.”

	“Why are you so surprised that Adam has a friend mom?” Paula asked. “He had lots of friends in the old neighborhood.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, it’s just . . . this is the first time you’ve asked if a friend could come over that I can remember.”

	That weekend Abe did come over, and right away the boys sealed themselves in Adam’s basement. The first thing Abe did, upon scanning the mess of clothes and papers and books, was pick up Adam’s guitar. “Oh wow, do you play?”

	“Some, yeah.”

	Abe sat down on the little stool under the window and starting strumming cords.

	“I didn’t realize you played too,” Adam smirked.

	“Not much.” Abe fingered through some part of a song Adam did not recognize. “I’ve been taking lessons forever, but I’m not that good.”

	Adam beckoned for his guitar. Sitting on his bed he began to play the opening of ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit.’ Adam stopped before he got to the chorus. “That’s all I know.”

	“That was really good.”

	“Thanks. I’m planning to be a rock star someday.”

	“That’s your plan!” Abe blurted out, then turned away from Adam’s blunt stare. “Are you in a band?”

	“I gotta learn how to play first.”

	“Maybe I should bring my guitar over and we can jam. I’m not totally sure what that means, but it seems like something guitar players do.”

	Adam played a series of random cords in rapid succession. “I assume it’s just playing whatever you think of, stream of conscious style. I’ve never ‘jammed’ either, to be honest.”

	“What you did there was pretty good.”

	He played some more, this time stringing together cords into something that threatened to become a melody. “I need more practice.”

	“Not as much as me.”

	“Anyway, we should do this project. I want to get it done.” Setting down the guitar Adam crossed the room to his desk. From among the piles of papers and junk he hefted a stack of hardbound books with blank, neutral-shaded covers. He deposited the books and himself in the middle of the floor. “I got these at the library.”

	“Wow!” Abe slipped off the stool to sit in front of Adam. “You already did all this research?”

	“Well we aren’t learning anything in class, and most textbooks are useless. I mean, he expects us to fill a whole class period with this presentation. There’s no way we could get that much out of that one chapter in the textbook.”

	“I was thinking,” Abe smirked to himself, “we should just stand up there and read the whole chapter out loud, really slow.”

	Adam chuckled at the thought. “He’d fail us, but it would almost be worth it.” Already though he had picked up a book and opened it to a bookmarked spot. “Can you believe that stupid textbook only has one chapter for the entire crusades?”

	“I . . . I guess.” Abe hesitated as Adam skimmed the book and jotted down notes on an index card. “You, uh, you really like history huh?”

	“The history teacher at my old school was really good. Everyone would like history if they had him as a teacher. Most people hate history because they have teachers like Henner. Asshole’s making us do his entire job for him. I’d probably hate history if I’d started with someone like him ruining it for me.”

	Adam paused for a moment, looking out the little window near the ceiling. “Do you like Led Zeppelin?”

	“Sure, I guess.”

	“You know how they wrote songs about the Lord of the Rings?”

	“Yeah . . . I mean, no,” Abe grimaced. “I didn’t know that.”

	“They have songs that talk about stuff that happened in the Lord of the Rings.”

	“I don’t . . . what is Lord of the Rings?”

	“You haven’t read Lord of the Rings?”

	“No.”

	Interrupting his own train of thought Adam popped up to his desk to find his paperback copy of The Hobbit. “That’s your reading assignment.”

	Abe studied the book dubiously. “So . . . Led Zeppelin?”

	“Right, some of their lyrics mention the stuff in Lord of the Rings. I was just thinking, a song like that, with an epic, driving beat, you know, but about the crusades, would be awesome.”

	“You think?”

	“Totally. Do you know anything about writing music?”

	“I . . . kinda. I know how to read sheet music at least.”

	Again Adam stared out his little window at the late afternoon sunlight.

	“What we’ll really need,” Adam said at last, “is a drummer.”

	 

	The history project, and others like it, all got done, though all with Adam’s dubious commitment to hard work. By the end of that school year music, writing it, playing it, listening to it, had eclipsed his other obsessions.

	The rest of high school was an excruciating, tedious blur. Every report card had an eclectic collection of A’s and C’s, the difference hinging on the subject and teacher. In between, and especially over the long, lazy summers, the basement room was filled with music. If not for Adam I would have believed that musicians, or at least teenage wannabe musicians, just bought amps, turned them to eleven, and ‘practiced’ by making noise. If such teenage musicians exist Adam never met them.

	Adam and Abe would spend hours down there writing songs. Adam would play something, Abe would translate it into sheet music, Adam would provide lyrics, and Abe would sing them. His voice was good, if not as strong as Adam’s, but Abe was better at carrying a tune. By their junior year the song about the crusades turned into some kind of rock symphony, aided by the synthesizer Adam got for Christmas. There were to be different movements for the different crusades, and I’m told several of them were completed in full. I never did get to hear the finished piece.

	By late sophomore year Adam was writing love songs as well. He called them love ballads because at the time he did not know what a ballad was; they were in fact not ballads at all, they were more hyperbolic epics. These Adam insisted upon singing himself.

	There was, of course, a muse for these love songs. Her name was Stephanie. She was a tall, thin blonde of no particular popularity at school. She was on the girls’ basketball team, and shared several classes with Adam and Abe.

	 

	All my ideas are come apart

	Drunk on the look in your eyes

	Hands on my head, riot in my heart

	Down on my knees at your side

	 

	All my towers have fallen down

	Leaving sunlight on my face

	Out of my mind and all turned around

	And my life slipped through the grates

	 

	All my wishes come home as a curse

	In a night that rolls without ending

	You mend and kiss all that hurts

	While I am left quietly bleeding

	 

	“You should sing this to her.” Abe told him.

	“No, no, that’s a terrible idea. Shakespeare said, you should put your love in a poem she’ll never hear.”

	“Did Shakespeare really say that?”

	“I’m paraphrasing. The point is you never let your muse hear what you’ve written about her.”

	“You should at least try talking to her.”

	“That’s not how it works.”

	“How does it work then?” Abe asked. “Have you ever even spoken to her at all?”

	“No. Look, rock stars,” Adam put down his guitar, “you don’t just go up and say hi to some girl. They come to you.”

	“You’re not a rock star yet.”

	“I’ll never be one if I don’t act like one,” Adam said. “Regardless, when you have a muse it’s, you know, it goes beyond words. Talking to her would just screw it up.”

	“So you’re just going to keep writing songs about her without ever talking to her?”

	“If it’s meant to be then it’ll all work itself out.”

	“Okay then.”

	Of course, nothing ever just suddenly, spontaneously worked itself out, and by the end of the year Adam had worked himself into a depression over this girl. He wrote more depressing songs that spoke of killing Stephanie, or himself, or entering some kind of suicide pact together. The suicide of Kurt Cobain had given Adam the idea that he could become a posthumous rock star by killing himself in some dramatic fashion, leaving his good friend Abe to bask in the glory and accolades that would come to the work of a tragically dead young artist.

	Over the next summer this all passed like so much of high school.

	 

	Christmas break of Adam’s senior year saw his elder sister Anna return home from college. Together with her mother they took Adam aside at the kitchen counter and told him they had some bad news. His mother had breast cancer. Initial removal of a small lump had not deterred the cancer from returning and so they now were to graduate to the next stage, a full mastectomy.

	It was a torturous scene, at least according to Anna. Adam himself seemed unable to speak about it, both when it happened and at any other time in his life. When he did not respond at first Anna leaned in to repeat herself. That was when she realized that tears were streaming down her brother’s face.

	“So,” he swallowed over a lump in his throat. “So are the chances bad?”

	“Oh, they’re not that bad,” his mother said. “I just have to do some chemotherapy for a while. I’ll be taking a medical leave from work.”

	“I’ll be taking off next semester,” Anna continued, “to help around here.”

	“It is that bad,” Adam said. He slunk off to his room without saying more.

	That was the end of the jam sessions with Abe, the end of late night movies and later nights of Abe listening to his best friend go on about history or fantasy novels or the lameness of Hollywood. The last half of his senior year in high school Adam began to do all the things his father had once pushed him to do. These would be the only quarters of his high school career without a C grade, and the only spring in which the lawn was mowed with any regularity.

	All of this I only know from talking to others. Adam never spoke about this time in his life. According to Abe, his friend had all but disappeared. One Friday, after another week of not hearing anything, Abe at last broke down and went over to Adam’s. He found his friend down in his room, guitar in his lap, arms flopped loose, staring up at his little window.

	“Hey,” Abe started. “What’s going on?”

	Adam did not move at first, then shifted his shoulders, acknowledged Abe’s entry with a glance, and nodded toward a piece of paper on his desk.

	It was a letter from the University of Colorado’s College of Music. It sat atop a pile of letters from all sorts of colleges, ranging across the continent and the financial spectrum, from Ohio State, Michigan, USC, to Yale and Harvard, to the Manhattan School of Music.

	“I’ve been rejected.”

	“I had no idea you were applying so many places.” Abe flipped through the stack. “Wait, these aren’t rejection letters . . . well, some aren’t. Like here, you got accepted to Ohio State.”

	“I didn’t get any scholarships. I can’t afford to go.”

	“Why are you applying anyway? I thought you were going to go straight to being a rock star.”

	“Well obviously not if you’re going off to college.”

	“My parents insist,” Abe said. “Plus, ya know, becoming a rock star isn’t easy.”

	“So that’s a reason to quit?”

	“No, I mean, you know, you should have a backup plan.”

	“Well,” Adam gestured at the stack of letters, “my backup plan failed.”

	“You could go to community college or something for a couple years.”

	To this Adam rolled his eyes, then strummed something on his guitar. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I gotta be around next year to take care of my mom.”

	“How’s she doing?”

	“Better. But next fall my sister is going back to school. I’ll have to be around to take care of things here.”

	“Hmm. Bummer.”

	“You know where you’re going yet?” Adam asked.

	“I got accepted by Columbia. My dad wants me to go there.”

	“That’s the kind of place my dad would have wanted me to go.”

	“Did you apply there?”

	“Nah.”

	“Maybe you should.”

	“I’d never get in and I couldn’t afford it anyway. Did you bring your guitar?”

	“No.”

	“Oh. Did you drive over?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Cool. Wanna go see a movie?”

	 

	Contrary to a claim made later by his detractors, Adam did in fact graduate high school. I never understood the attempt to advance this claim anyway. To many people, dropping out of high school would only make Adam that much more amazing.

	The day after graduation Adam and Abe found themselves at a party. They had no shortage of invites to parties in their high school careers once it became known they were good guitar players. Adam never wanted to go, feeling like he needed more skill, and a full band, or at least a drummer, before he put himself on display. Abe could never convince him, nor summon the gumption to go by himself.

	That night they ended up back in Adam’s old neighborhood, in a new house that sat on a lot that was once part of Adam’s wilderness frontier. Adam and Abe sat out on the back porch and played. Adam was at first too self-conscious to try anything he had written, so they played several Led Zeppelin songs. When these proved unpopular they switched to Nirvana. At this point a girl neither of them knew, but who had an excellent voice, joined them on vocals. Then someone else wanted to try, a guy with a terrible voice who screeched out the words to ‘Heart Shaped Box.’ Soon enough they were providing an impromptu karaoke session, and there was a line of people wanting to take their turn singing something.

	It was electrifying and terrifying, performing in front of so many people, being just off the center of attention. Adam was caught up in a certain rapture. Had they continued to jam with the talented singer he would have felt awkward, eclipsed. Instead, with so many mediocre or awful singers, he became the true star, the talent that enabled others’ vain grasps at coolness. They should have started doing this a long time ago.

	At some point somebody showed up with brown paper bags that contained 40s of beer or various size bottles of hard liquor. As teenagers they had acquired these things without any sense of taste or proportion. The bottles were passed around surreptitiously lest the one adult at home, a mom who was upstairs most of the evening, should notice. In between songs Adam found various paper bags with bottle necks thrust into his hand. Without thought he would take long pulls from each before launching into another song. The burn in his throat was painful yet forgotten by the time a song ended, leading him to repeat that mistake a few times.

	Before the night was over Adam and Abe were playing original tunes. Neither was gone enough to try singing any of them, and in any event other people wanted to sing and were content to insert words from other songs or garbled nonsense over the epic, indulgent cord sequences. It was a good thing, Abe told me later, they did not own amps, or they would have created all sorts of noise complaints and someone would have discovered they were drinking. Instead they were limited to strumming as hard as they could in a losing battle against the screeching and screaming and bellowing that came from their crowd.

	Of the rest of the night nobody can say. Adam woke up at Abe’s house with a headache and no memory of arriving there. Abe was relieved he left his car back at the party, meaning he did not drive home drunk, but feared they may have gotten a ride from someone no more sober. He felt glad to still be alive, and admitted as much to Adam.

	For Adam the bigger concern was musical. He had played his original, unpolished, not backed by drums or the requisite rock orchestra, songs to a bunch of people he had just met. It was horrifying, being exposed like that. It burned worse than the alcohol.

	He swore off drinking that same day. I don’t know how often people wake up hung-over and swear off alcohol to no lasting effect, but Adam was the kind of disciplined person who stuck to promises made to himself. He never drank alcohol again.

	 

	At the end of that summer Abe left for New York and Columbia, and Anna returned to school in California. With Paula spending most of her time at various friends, the little split-level became quiet and empty, with only mother and son home. After the graduation party Adam’s music left the basement to take up residence upstairs. Cara spent time in the front room listening to him play. They also watched movies together, classic movies that Adam would applaud and analyze in detail, or more recent stuff he would nitpick and berate.

	For Adam life became one continuous summer break. He slept in, cleaned the house, kept up the lawn, cooked, and then stayed up late reading or jamming by himself.

	By this point his mother always wore a bandanna to hide her baldness, and remained wrapped in a shawl and blanket even through the long days of summer. That October, her doctors consigned her to the care of a hospice, and a nurse began coming over a few times a week to help her bathe, as she was too weak to stand by herself. They also ceased the chemotherapy to help ease her pain.

	When Abe returned for Christmas break he found Adam unchanged, still puttering around the house, moping in his room, no real plans for the future. Cara was now set up in a bed in the front room since it was difficult for her to move and she preferred to stay out there to receive visitors.

	After some initial greetings Abe stood in the front room with his friend’s mom, feeling like he no longer belonged, while Adam rushed down to bring up his guitar. Cara lay there, swaddled in blankets, on a hospital style cot the hospice had provided, staring into space in the direction of the blank TV. Then she flopped her head toward him. “Abraham.” She used his full name, a rarity for anyone. “Thank you for being Adam’s friend.”

	“I, um, you don’t need to thank me. He’s my friend.”

	“I’m so glad. I hope you keep being friends. He has nobody else.”

	Adam broke the awkwardness by arriving back upstairs. He spent the next hour regaling Abe with tales of the latest things he’d read or movies he’d seen or played some of his latest composings. It was thrilling to get to speak to his friend again, even if Abe sat there seeming more distant than usual. With a sudden spark Adam declared they should get a Christmas tree and set it up.

	The boys rounded up Paula and set off in Cara’s car, which Adam had requisitioned for his own use since she never left the house. They bought a small tree, brought it home, set it up next to the front window. Abe stayed over for dinner and helped them decorate the tree afterwards. It was amazing to him how the rush of college wore off and he fell back in to the same rhythms with his old friend.

	Still, Abe did not stay late as he might once have. Adam had to make a run to the airport to pick up Anna, returning for Christmas as well. By the time they arrived back it was apparent something was wrong with their mother. Her breathing began to wheeze and became erratic, and she would toss back and forth and mumble unintelligible things under her breath.

	Anna called the hospice but there was little they could do, other than promise to send the usual nurse out the next morning. Adam, who had monitored her condition as close as anyone, knew it was time. Together he and Paula stood by their mother’s side, the little sister clinging to Adam the way she had at the top of the stairs during the big fight between their father and older brother. Anna sat across the room, hunched over, unable to look up.

	Sometime after midnight Cara fell into a peaceful sleep. In the early hours of that morning, by the glow of the Christmas tree, she died.

	The next morning the hospice sent over the coroner with the usual nurse to collect the body and clean up the bed and equipment. The girls had gone to bed but Adam was still awake, sitting on the couch, staring at the Christmas tree.

	“For her,” the nurse said, “it was probably a blessing. She’s in a better place now.”

	Adam did not reply, did not say anything while his mother’s remains were taken away. The nurse, who as a hospice worker did nothing but watch the terminally ill slip away, would later remark that she had never seen anyone so stricken with grief as Adam was that December morning.

	      

	



	

Chapter 2

	 

	AN AMERICAN DREAM

	 

	It was hot and everyone was miserable. The oil spike had rippled through the economy, hitting natural gas and thus electricity. It had become a frightening expense and had everyone looking for ways to save.

	Expense accounts were foremost on my computer desktop and my mind because, as of earlier that week, my firm was unemployed. All the congressional campaigns I had worked for in the midterm had informed us they were declining to renew their contracts. I could appreciate the reasons given, the desire to cut costs in these economic times and all. Still I wondered if they were put off by the advice I gave President Browning. I wondered if they were afraid I would tell them similar hard truths, or if perhaps, in some subconscious bit of illogic, they blamed me for his fate, for his lousy circumstances.

	I hunkered down with my doubts at the cramped little workstation in the server room. It was the only place in the office where I was willing to spend air conditioning, since a melted AI core was even more expensive than the outrageous cooling cost.

	I had been sitting there the whole morning, half-working, half-consumed by anxiety. I knew at some point I would have to venture out into this economy and sell myself to people who did not understand what I did. I tried going over my pitch presentation but found the task odious and depressing. In Los Angeles I had always been able to rely on a small, consistent pool of clients. Washington had always been so flush with money, despite the economy, that I never had to resort to a hard sell. I wondered just how much I could lean on my marketing, business development, and public relations officers, all of whom were embodied in a single person.

	Just as I was thinking about her, Holly poked her head into the server room and informed that me that a potential client wanted to meet me that afternoon.

	For a moment I sat there stunned. “Really?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Is this somebody you found?”

	“Nope,” she smirked at me. “They called us. Just now.”

	I forgot to even ask who the client was. I rejoiced. I set myself up in the conference room and waited, pretending to work, until they arrived. Following behind Holly came a pair of mismatched gentlemen in suits and red ties. One was a linebacker of some sort, while the other looked like he had stepped out of The Godfather. The linebacker I recognized from television, but I did my best to feign ignorance, hoping that would seem cooler. As they approached Holly walked ahead with an arm towards me. “This is our president, Sam Adder. Sam, this is Greg Smith,” despite his size the linebacker lacked a firm handshake, “National Tea Party Director of Operations, and Manny Badillo, their chief of staff.”

	“Good to meet you gentlemen,” I gestured to the seats next to mine. Both of them had looked at me to shake hands but were transfixed as Holly left the room.

	“Man,” the first thing Greg Smith, former chairman of the House Ways and Means committee, ever said to me was, “your secretary is smokin’ hot.”

	“Her?” Mr. Badillo said, his voice gravely. “Ooo, no. She looks like an aged porn star.”

	“She is smokin’.” Greg turned back to me, gesturing with his hands in front of his chest to convey his thoughts on the subject. “Did you hire her for her looks?”

	These were not, it should be said, the slimiest clients I had ever worked for. Still, I could not quite roll with it. I held up my fingers to emphasize the titanium band on one. “No,” I said, with a strong dose of sarcasm. “I married her because of her looks. I hired her because she’s my wife.”

	They hesitated to turn back and meet my gaze. “Oh, man, I’m . . .”

	“Technically she’s my public relations director. Also, she’s a former porn star. Former.” I gestured to underline the word.

	“You’re married to a former porn star?” For the first time Greg seemed to look at me. He stammered when I did not respond, then asked. “How did . . . how did that happen?”

	“I got my start in Hollywood, doing market research for studios. It’s actually not that different from what I do now.”

	“Washington is Hollywood for ugly people,” Badillo said.

	“Indeed.” I smiled, leaned back in the deep conference chair and laced my hands in front of my chest. “So what is that Adderprizes can do for you gentlemen?”

	“Um, well,” Greg said, “uh, the party is going to be running a lot more candidates this coming year, in bigger elections. We’re, uh, we’re looking to bring on a full-time pollster.”

	What followed was a brief meeting in which I discussed my philosophies on polling. I kept it high-level both because of my own fondness for brevity and the obviousness that Greg was not keen on technical details. Mr. Badillo was harder to read, he let his compatriot do the talking, though he stared at me with attentive eyes.

	The end result was an agreement for me to come over the next day to the National Tea Party headquarters and make a more thorough pitch.

	I walked them to the door, rushing them through the lobby because of the stifling heat. As I shut the door I turned around to look at Holly, still manning the receptionist desk.

	“Do I really look aged?” she asked.

	“You really look smokin.”

	She smiled as she leaned forward and flexed her gaze. “So?”

	“So I’m meeting with their higher ups tomorrow.”

	“And you’re okay working for the tea party?”

	“Well first off they’re the National Tea Party, which is different, and second, we need clients if you don’t want to move back to California.”

	“That doesn’t mean you have to take the first client to walk in.”

	“These days it might. I’ll see what they say tomorrow.” I headed back toward the cool of my office.

	Before I could exit the lobby she said, “do you need any help?”

	I paused in the doorway. “You have any ideas on what I can tell these people?”

	She scrunched up her face. “Sure.”

	“Then yes, I’ll take all the help I can get.”

	 

	National Tea Party headquarters turned out to be a three-story office a few blocks from the suite my company rented. It was one of the recent, obvious renovation jobs done on the cheap and looking like it in every way. The front doors were a wall of heavy glass I had to push open with both arms. Inside, the reception area had a two-story ceiling with obvious seams where the former second story had once been. It did keep the room a little cooler, relative to the outside anyway.

	A receptionist summoned one Rudy Hubert, a spring-loaded sort of man with the title of vice-chairman, who took me to their stairwell where we hiked up to the third floor. He explained that their chairman had requested the elevator be removed to save on electricity and so everyone got more exercise. Now there was only a freight elevator in the back.

	The top floor, because of the renovation, had windows that opened wide, creating wonderful breezeways. I was taken not to a conference room but a sort of miniature cafeteria in a corner of the building, with two walls opening on an expansive view of the cityscape.

	“Ahh! You must be the new pollster.” As I entered I was accosted right away by a short man with a tall bearing. The opposite of Rudy, this man was short, shorter than my wife even without her heels. He stepped in front of me, squared his shoulders, and offered a hand. “Dr. Jonah Graham.”

	He made it sound like I was already hired, a situation I was unsure how to feel about. “Yes, Sam, Sam Adder.”

	“Oh. So Adderprizes must be a play on your last name.”

	“It, um, yes it is.”

	“I was thinking it was a mathematical pun. Adder, as in someone who adds.”

	“That was something I was consciously going for too, yes, but I believe my family name comes from the snake.”

	“Dr. Graham,” Rudy said, “is our chief of public relations.”

	“Oh. Oh good, I was hoping to get to speak to . . .”

	At this point I was interrupted by an entourage entering the cafeteria from another door. Men in suits and women in suit skirts, all grey and foreboding, flooded in and blocked the bright view outside like a storm. Some took seats, some went to get food, while a cluster, with the formidable Greg Smith in the lead and Badillo close behind, came straight for us.

	“Here he is,” Smith said. “Mr. Chairman, this is our new pollster, Sam Adder.”

	I already knew the man who stepped in front of me from television appearances. He had a gaunt, sunken face and did not fill out his suit quite right; the camera did him a favor by adding a few pounds. His eyes though had a piercing brightness that was the first thing everyone noticed. No sketch-comedy impersonator or studied character actor, no matter how spot on they got the rest of him, would ever be able to capture those eyes. They stared with the intensity on an oncoming truck.

	“Sam,” he said in a firm, well-projected voice and thrust out his hand. “Adam Hanson. Good to meet you. You’re our new pollster, huh?”

	“I . . .” was about to explain that I was there to offer a pitch for my services. “Yes I am. I can offer other services as well, if you’re interested, public relations, election modeling and analysis.”

	“Modeling?”

	“Yes, um, well, I can give you the whole pitch if you like but . . .”

	“Have you had anything to eat?” Adam gestured, and for the first time I took note of the cafeteria aspect of the room. It was a salad, fruit, and juice bar, in essence, enough so to make me think this place had been a gym prior to the renovation.

	“Oh, no, I’m fine.”

	“I’m going to get something.” Adam moved over to begin making himself a salad. “You were saying Sam?”

	“Oh, yes, well, election modeling, it’s a, uh, it’s a proprietary model I have, series of models, that . . .”

	“How does it work?”

	“Well, it runs on a series of servers,” I stopped myself. The problem was not struggling for what to say but struggling with too much. I could launch into an hours-long odyssey on what I did. “It’s a series of computer simulations meant to predict election outcomes. It’s a combination of a statistical model, an agent based model used to simulate mass human behavior, like those originally built to predict the spread of infectious diseases, and a probabilistic model of the economy similar to those used in weather forecasting. I originally built it to predict opening weekend box office numbers for movie studios.”

	“Really?”

	“It turns out an election day is not unlike the opening of a movie, just with a longer marketing buildup time frame.”

	With a salad in hand Adam led the way to a table in the corner of the room. Flanked by Dr. Graham and Greg Smith he sat down, all the while nodding. “So that’s how you predicted Browning would lose.”

	“That is . . . what the model showed.”

	“It’s not much of a prediction,” Dr. Graham chuckled. “Anybody can see he’s done for.”

	I shrugged to concede the point. “Like all models it deals in probabilities, not absolutes, but a Browning loss was within the ninety-five percent confidence factor.”

	“For other things you would be less confident?” Adam asked.

	“The output I can provide is the odds for a given scenario. Generally the aim is for a ninety-five ninety confidence factor. That is, ninety-five percent confidence in a ninety-percent probability outcome.”

	I realized even as I was speaking that I had become too technical. Adam had stopped eating and was staring at me. “Is that like sixty-percent of the time it works every time?”

	“It, yeah, it kind of is. I mean, for example, say you were flipping a coin, and you asked me to predict if it will come up heads or tails. Well, I can tell you there is a fifty percent chance either way. But then you asked how confident I am in that answer. Well, I’m familiar with coin flips, I’m pretty confident, more than ninety-nine percent, unless you have a two-headed coin or know some magic trick, I know what the chances are. So that would be a ninety-nine fifty interval. I’m ninety-nine percent certain of my prediction, but unfortunately my prediction only gives a fifty percent chance of a given outcome. Some of my predictions unfortunately end up in that range. Ninety-five percent confidence the prediction is right, but the prediction itself only has a fifty-percent chance of a given scenario actually happening.”

	I stopped, hoping I had not gone in to some boring detail and alienated everybody. Adam just stared at me for a moment, absorbing this, before asking, “I assume you can put other scenarios into your model? Local or state elections, elections with more than two candidates, that sort of thing?”

	I nodded. “Give me a little time and it can handle any scenario you can imagine.”

	Adam paused, then turned to Mr. Badillo. “Do we have Sam under contract?”

	“Not yet. I can have it done this afternoon.”

	This got a curt nod. “That will do. Sam, let me ask you this.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “What does your model say about my own chance of winning the presidency?”

	I smiled as he brought forth the billion dollar question. I had to admire Adam right then for not bothering to pretend, like so many other candidates do, that he was not running right up until the moment he announced.

	“I can have a preliminary answer on that later tonight, if you want.”

	 

	As it turned out, all the real meetings, those of any importance, held by the National Tea Party were held at the juice bar. Adam was always there holding court at some corner of the room, receiving supplicants, advisors, messengers, and fans. He chatted up most anyone who came in, expounding on any subject they cared to bring up. Like the days outside the atmosphere was sunny, a bit airy, and at times a little overheated. I often worried nobody ever wanted to hear the news I brought.

	“So we’re already going to lose?” Dr. Graham, sitting at a table along the back wall of the cafeteria, asked me.

	“You asked for a yes or no prediction,” I said. I had claimed most of the table for my notebooks, electronic and spiral, and various printouts I could never bring myself to abandon in this online age. Scribbling notes by hand was just not something I could get the hang of without the actual scribbling. “I’m saying the odds are against him.”

	“How is it possible to know so far from the election?”

	“It’s not. I’m just talking in probabilities. If we were betting, it’s not a bet I would take.”

	“Let me ask you this,” the doctor leaned forward. “What’s bringing down our chances?”

	“A couple of factors. First and foremost, running as a third party candidate is extremely difficult. In most three-way races the third-party candidate is unable to bridge the two conventional party candidates, so he just steals votes from one side and ensures the other side wins. That’s the conventional wisdom and that’s what the model is showing. Then there’s the logistics problems. Historically, third-party presidential candidates have trouble getting on the ballot in all fifty states. The model factors in the possibility of that not happening, which can be crippling.”

	“That’s something we can overcome though, right?”

	“It is, and the model does not account for a concerted effort on that part, so that’s definitely a way to improve your chances. The other problem, the other really big problem, is the negatives.”

	“Negatives!” Adam blurted from where he leaned against the nearby wall. He shot up and began pacing as he continued. “What negatives?!”

	“I mean unfavorable ratings in the polls.”

	“I thought you said yesterday that Adam had high favorability numbers,” Dr. Graham said.

	“He’s got high favorable and unfavorable numbers. Love ‘em or hate ‘em, but really the problem is not any specific candidate but the party as a whole. There is a strong negative association with the name National Tea Party. In fact, for every case where I have data, every candidate you have out polls a generic ‘National Tea Party’ candidate in the same race.”

	“So our problem is the name?” Adam said. “That’s nothing. What’s in a name? It’s what we represent that counts. Change it. Come up with something better.”

	“Changing the name is a big step,” Mr. Hubert said from the next table over. “We took the name to link ourselves to the patriots who rebelled . . .”

	“But now it’s an anchor. Get rid of it. Change it.”

	“How about,” Dr. Graham said, “National Unity Party? To convey that we’re not aligned with either major party, that we can bridge the gap like Sam said.”

	“I like it, but it should be cleaner. Major parties have one name, a single quick word. Or at least an acronym that will catch on. NUP is not going to do it.”

	“Why not just the National Party then?” the doctor asked.

	“That, that I like. Short, simple. Go with it.”

	“Should we discuss this with the committee?” Mr. Hubert started.

	“No,” Adam said with a chop of his hand. “I cut the committee out of most decisions for a reason. Make it happen. There, Sam, we’ve solved that problem of yours, what else is there?”

	“I, uh, I don’t know how much that will help,” I said, “but either way you’re still dealing with the issue of being a third-party candidate.”

	“That’s not something that’s going to change. That’s what we are, the ones who are going to break the two-party monopoly. That’s what you signed up for here.”

	“I signed up to conduct polls and analyze them for you, and I’m here to tell you the numbers are not in your favor.”

	Adam stopped pacing to stare at me. “You said yesterday the numbers looked very good.”

	“Your numbers, particularly the name recognition, are great for a third-party candidate, historically speaking, and you’ll likely get a boost from weak opposition. But all of that does not translate into an automatic win on election day. Without major changes you’re going to be grossly outspent, you won’t be on the ballot in all fifty states, and there’s no clear cut strategy for driving up turnout that we can ensure votes for you versus a less hawkish Republican.”

	“Let me worry about the finances, I’ll . . .”

	“I worry about the finances because they go into my model. That’s a major factor driving the outcome.”

	“Would better financing improve our chances significantly?” Dr. Graham asked.

	I paused to sigh. “I’m sure it would. Look, why don’t I run some hypotheticals assuming best case scenarios overnight and get back to you guys on them tomorrow.’

	“You sound unconvinced.”

	“I don’t think they’ll raise your current chances all that much.”

	“So what would you do then, Sam?” Adam asked. “What would you do to best increase our odds?”

	“I would . . . I would be prepared for a loss.” I looked up to meet his gaze. It was unnerving, and right away I looked back down at my notebook. “This election may just be to lay the groundwork for a run in ‘32. You’ll have better name recognition and organizational structure.”

	“What’s wrong with our organizational structure?” Greg Smith asked. “The Minute Men already have a huge get out the vote effort.”

	“No, Sam is right,” Manny Badillo, leaning against the wall next to Adam but silent thus far, also entered the conversation. “We have no central coordination between the PAC, the volunteers, the local chapters, and party HQ. The past few years we’ve grown so fast we’ve lost track of who we’re adding.”

	“Is that something Sam could help with?” Dr. Graham asked. “His firm did run some of the registration databases for the Browning campaign.”

	“That was, uh, not part of my contract, but it is a capability . . .”

	“Sign him up then,” Manny said. “If we can be as effective as Browning was we’ll have no problems.”

	“That still might not be enough to overcome the hole we start in,” I said. “Really, we need to be prepared to fall short next year.”

	“No,” Adam said, resuming his pacing. “No, I cannot put this off. God has shown us the way, this is clearly an opportunity He has given us, we can’t just let it pass.”

	“In another four years we would be facing an incumbent, one way or the other,” Mr. Hubert said. “We’ll never have another opportunity like this.”

	“It has to be now. It has to be now,” Adam’s voice faded as he continued.

	“Well,” I shut down and closed up my notebooks. “I can offer another possibility. You could consider entering the Republican primary.”

	“Run as a Republican?” Dr. Graham was the first to react.

	“That’s ridiculous,” Adam said on top of him. “I’ve been working for over a decade to build this organization precisely so I would not be beholden to the major parties. How can I claim to be a reformer when I’m part of the system?”

	“A lot of major party candidates make that claim,” Manny said. “It’s worked before.”

	“Your odds of winning the Republican primary,” I said, “are a lot better than winning as a third-party candidate.”

	“What would our odds in the general be?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“I didn’t run the model out that far. Confidence factors are getting very low at that point.”

	“What would it do to our other candidates?” Mr. Hubert said. “How would it look for them if the chairman of their party abandoned them for the Republicans?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t know. That’s beyond my ability to model or predict.”

	“We’re supporting some candidates who are running as republicans,” Manny said. “It’s not without precedent.”

	“You said yourself names don’t matter.” I said. “You wouldn’t change what you stand for.”

	After a long pause in which Adam drilled his fingers against the wall he at last declared, “I must think about this,” and took off toward his office. Everyone else drifted off, and it took me a moment to realize the meeting had ended.

	 

	On the stage were eight glass podiums in front of a star-spangled panorama. Adam was stuck down at one end next to Representative Michael Erickson, whose comic short height was accentuated by the tall men around him, in particular the six-foot-five general at center stage.

	I watched the whole debate on TV, in part out of professional interest, in part because Holly had fallen asleep on my shoulder and the controller was on the coffee table.

	The debate started by asking each candidate to explain, in thirty second, why they were running. Vice-President Spielman, a gruff, beleaguered figure, once the presumptive front-runner before losing ground over the summer, claimed he was the only true conservatives present. Others up there made the same claim. Or said they were the only one with a plan for the economy. Or the only one who could draw in enough independents to beat the democrats in November. Or the only one who brought an outsider agenda to Washington.

	General McHenry, with the jowls of a pitbull, said, “I oversaw the surge in Iraq that brought that country back from the darkest days of the insurgency. I am the only candidate here capable of bringing American back from the oil spike and the spike of lawlessness.”

	Then they got to Adam. When he spoke he looked straight at the camera rather than the other candidates or the moderators, bringing the full force of his gaze to bear. “We all know what’s coming here tonight. As the guy running second in the polls I’ll be the target of plenty of attacks, and they’re all gonna accuse me, one way or the other, of selling out. As if party loyalty trumps loyalty to this country. Which, let’s face it, is what most of these guys, what most Republican politicians believe. I will be accused of being a mole, of trying to destroy the Republicans, or of having given up my principles, or of being a shallow opportunist or whatever. I assure you I am not running because the Republicans have assimilated me. I am running because I intend to assimilate the Republican Party. This is a party that, look,” he waved a hand down the row of fellow candidates, “this has become a party of empty suits. I am here to fill those suits.”

	This line brought a series of rebukes from the rest of the candidates and a sort of surprised ‘ahhh!’ that turned into a gleeful ‘whooo!’ from the crowd. The moderators struggled for a moment, talking over it all, and each other, before regaining control.

	Once everything settled down one of the moderators, a woman in a bright red dress, turned the first question to Spielman. “Mr. Vice President, you’ve proposed a tax plan you claim would stimulate the economy, but the CBO score shows your plan is no better from the one currently proposed by President Browning. How would a Spielman administration be any different than a Browning administration?”

	“My plan is significantly different than the Browning plan. You’re cherry-picking one aspect of it. My plan is a comprehensive plan for spending cuts, for tax cuts, for . . .”

	“So is the Browning plan!”

	“. . . for tax reform, look, hey, no, look, how many times do I have to say this, I am not President Browning. The President, he’s a friend of mine, I love him dearly, he’s been just plain too nice. He’s tried to work with Democrats, he tried working with them in Illinois, he’s tried working with them now, it doesn’t work, and that’s what I bring, I’m a fighter, I’ve fought in the house, I was part of the Freedom Caucus, I’ve served in the leadership, I know what it takes to get a solid, conservative budget passed . . .”

	“You see what I mean?!” Adam said. Everyone on stage was interrupting, and right then it occurred to me what an advantage Adam had. His voice was strong and loud and somehow more distinct than anybody else’s. It cut through everything. “He’s a fighter? What does that mean? This guy has nothing. He’s an empty suit.”

	“Can I just,” the vice president said, “can I respond to some of this?” He was less focused on Adam than on Mark Drake, another quixotic candidate who, through random selection, had gotten a podium closer to center stage. “Yes,” Spielman continued, “there have been cuts to immigration enforcement, but those, let me finish, those were part of across the board spending cuts. Those were, no, let me finish, those were a budget compromise. When I am president I will use my mandate to enact a more precise, targeted series of cuts that fund the important parts of government, national defense, law-enforcement, and . . .”

	“Your cuts have been as precise as a hand grenade,” Senator Coleman said, starting off another round of interruptions. The moderators let Spielman finish his spiel, as it were, once everything else had quieted again, then turned their attention to the current front runner.

	“General McHenry,” the deep-voiced male moderator said. “You have not submitted a tax plan but you say if elected you will enact the plan proposed by the Heritage Institute, which . . .”

	“That plan scores higher for economic growth than any of the others proposed.” The general had a deep voice too, and he inserted this comment with a certain punctual military clip.

	“Okay,” the moderator said, “but you’ve also talked a lot about returning America to greatness by taking a greater role in the world, in the Middle East, and by increased money for law enforcement . . .”

	“Less crime and a more secure world oil market will lead to economic growth. These are the sorts of investments that pay for themselves.”

	“General, sorry, hold on,” the moderator said. “I’ve run the numbers General, to implement the Heritage tax plan and not increase the deficit you’d have to cut spending at least thirty percent. If you’re not talking about cutting military spending you would have to look into cutting entitlements.”

	“Of course he’s talking about cutting entitlements,” Senator Coleman said. “That’s what this campaign is all about.”

	“Senator, Senator . . .” the moderators tried to stop him, but Coleman had always taken a pugilistic style to politics and was not about to stop swinging.

	“Republicans have lost congress and are losing the presidency because we keep talking about cutting,” the senator said. “We’re going to be out of the White House next year if we keep threatening grandma with taking away her Medicare. People are hurting. The American people are hurting. We can’t just be kicking them to the curb like this. Social Security. Medicare. This is their money. These are benefits they’ve worked for and earned. And now we’re proposing stealing that from them”

	Everything quieted while McHenry, holding his head as high as he could, hands clasped behind his back, stared down at the senator. “Are you finished?”

	“I’ll go on if you’ll let me.” The senator’s response was jovial, but McHenry continued to scowl.

	“You know I do not recall interrupting you, Senator.”

	“I haven’t been given a chance to speak yet.”

	“Do continue then, I’m sure everyone is interested in your views.”

	“You see, this is the problem,” Senator Coleman continued. “If the Republican Party is going to keep the White House we need a fighter. Not somebody who will just roll over.”

	“You’re questioning my conviction Senator?”

	“You’ve lost a step, General. America needs someone who will fight for Medicare, not somebody who should be on Medicare.”

	I could tell this was a rehearsed line, a zinger against the front-runner Coleman was determined to work in somewhere. Some scattered ‘boos’ and ‘hisses’ emerged from the crowd. McHenry responded with a debate highlight. He turned his whole body toward the Senator and with a smile said, “Senator, us soldiers know more about fighting than you could imagine. I may be an old soldier, but I am not quite ready to fade away.”

	For the rest of the campaign every interviewer, moderator, pundit, talking-head, campaign ad for and against, would refer to General McHenry, with various inflections, as ‘the Old Soldier.’ Coleman, meanwhile, had no comeback and would end his campaign a few days later.

	The moderators continued to dance around with some more ‘gotcha’ questions. They asked Mark Drake, the Secretary of Energy, a nuclear physicist, and frequent presidential candidate, about how he would handle the Korean reunification process and the ongoing civil war in China, somehow implying he wanted to start a nuclear war. They asked Governor Truman of Virginia about her blocking of a controversial bill banning many types of birth control, implying she was not a real Christian. Then at last, almost forty minutes in to the two hour slog, they got back around to the man who was running second in the polls.

	“Mr. Hanson,” the lead moderator asked, “you’ve been the head of a populist third party for some time now. Now that you’re running as a Republican would you be willing to sign a pledge to support the eventual nominee and not run as an independent?”

	“Are you freakin’ kidding me?!” I remembered the many times Dr. Graham had admonished Adam to control his language. I guess it worked. “No, I will not sign some stupid pledge. I will do what’s best for the country. That is why I’m here. This is so typical. The Republican Party, the leadership, the men on this stage, you, you all are afraid of me. Because I represent what they cannot. You call me a populist as if that were a bad thing, as if being in the pocket of Wall Street were the right way to go. Who cares if I get called a ‘Republican’ or a ‘Nationalist’ or ‘populist’ or whatever, the point is that a real conservative, somebody who stands for real Americans, is what this country needs. Because Senator Coleman is right, Social Security is not the government’s money, it belongs to the American people and the government should not be in the business of stealing it! This is beyond just a financial issue. It’s a moral issue. This is a promise made that everyone here is talking about breaking because they’ve given up. They think America is doomed.”

	“That is not true!” The vice-president shouted.

	“Of course you would deny it!”

	Immediately most of the stage was vying to interject. Nevertheless Adam held his ground, the onslaught of his speaking style on full display. “Listen to what they have to say. Republicans are losing the White House. We owe too much money to the imploding Chinese. Social Security will go bankrupt. Does that sound like optimism? Does that . . .”

	“Mr. Hanson,” now it was a moderator’s turn to try interjecting. “Mr. Hanson, your time is up, we’re . . .”

	“Do you think I care?!” This brought a sort of half-gasp, half-cheer from the audience even as Adam continued. “Do you think I’m gonna stand around for another hour and hope you maybe get to me again? You don’t want me to talk because I’m the only non-politician, non-corporate shill up here, and the media and your Wall Street masters hate that. But meanwhile the American people, the real American people, the last thing they want is another empty suit. I am hear as a new force in American politics. I’m here to talk about solutions, not cast about for somebody to blame!”

	“For accusing us of being empty-suits that’s a lot of empty talk,” the vice-president said.

	“Oh, oh, you wanna get into specifics.”

	“Mr. Hanson, your time is up.”

	“My time is just beginning!”

	That, right there, was the highlight of the debate. I knew it right away, even as Adam continued. “I am talking about an America where morals, where Christian values, truly guide our government, whether that be in how we deal with our allies, our enemies, or the less fortunate among us. Charity is a virtue just as temperance and honesty are. These Christian values, they’re something Democrats never had and Republicans have forgotten. So no, I will not sign your stupid loyalty pledge. I will pledge allegiance to this great country any day, and as president I will restore America to her proper place, and when I do nobody will care what political party I belong to.”

	“Hey, let me say, let me say,” Mark Drake, at the other end of the stage, waved a hand as if to draw attention his way. “Let me just say that Mr. Hanson is exactly right. These pledges and loyalty oaths are the kind of thing better suited for a paranoid despot than an American institution. Asking him if he would sign something like that, asking me about some weird hypothetical war in Korea, asking, you know, asking Governor Sherman about, I mean, asking him if unemployment benefits are what have caused job losses. These are gotcha questions. The American people want a substantive exchange up here. If you want Mr. Hanson to give specifics ask him real questions. Stop with the ambush journalism.”

	This got big approval from the crowd. It sounded to me like Drake was auditioning to be Adam’s running-mate. I wondered what Adam himself thought of the man.

	The whole debate circled around again, with Drake and Spielman and Sherman all getting in shots at the General, who continued to stand, tall and imperturbable, often looking straight ahead instead of at his interlocutor. It took less than twenty minutes for Mark Drake to move into undermining his good will with Adam.

	“These foreign entanglements will not work. They have not worked before and will not now. Energy security cannot be achieved by toppling yet another Middle Eastern dictator. All that will accomplish is more dead Americans and another liberal presidency. We need to be looking to mend our own fences. North America has enough energy to support our demands, we should not be wasting blood and treasure trying to police the world.”

	“General McHenry, you have thirty seconds for a response.”

	“Yes, thank you. Isolationism is a dead end. Oil and Liquid Natural Gas are priced on a world market. What happens in the Middle East will affect us whether we like it or not. We must be involved in world affairs, the only question is will we be smart with how we go about it.”

	“If I could get in there,” Adam said, “since I was just attacked as well. It’s a blatant falsehood that North American fossil fuel reserves are going to meet future demand. Even with Mr. Drake’s expansion of nuclear power we’re still reliant on imported uranium. We cannot . . .”

	“Gentleman,” Drake said. “With all due respect. I have worked in the energy industry. You have not. I have a doctorate in nuclear physics. We can meet our energy demands for the next century by lifting restrictions on domestic coal production.”

	“You think a degree in physics gives you special insight into geopolitics?” McHenry said, his head tilting up to look that much further down at Drake.

	“Uh, yeah,” Adam said, turning to face Drake as well. “It’s true, I didn’t go to college. I went to Iraq.” That line got by far the loudest cheer of the night and dispatched yet another of Adam’s opponents. “I think I might have some insights into energy security.”

	The moderators went over to Governor’s Sherman and Truman for more economic questions, giving then more ammo to snipe at McHenry. Adam’s last fireworks of the night came when former Speaker of the House Erickson came to the general’s defense.

	“All of these claims you keep making are a fantasy,” he said to Mark Drake. “You talk about cutting big government and keeping entitlements as if that’s something that just happens, as if the president can just declare something and it happens. You’re not talking about making the hard choices. I’ve had experience in Washington, working with Republican and Democratic presidents, getting these things done, it’s hard work, that’s the kind of experience I bring, and I’m going to tell the American people the hard facts, not some pie-in-the-sky fantasy.”

	“There ya have it,” Adam said. “America is a fantasy.”

	“That is not . . .”

	“Mr. Hanson . . .”

	Adam cut through the cacophony once more. His voice was like his gaze, I realized, intense and overbearing. “America is doomed, we might as well settle for less.”

	“What would you do Mr. Hanson?” Erickson asked. “We’ve been up here an hour and you haven’t made one concrete proposal.”

	“I have, you just weren’t listening. My plan can be summarized in one word. Decentralization. Turn power over to the states. Don’t say you’re gonna get rid of federal departments and federal taxes, just turn them over to the states. Let the laboratories of democracy figure out what works best.”

	“The president can’t just get rid of whole departments.”

	“The president runs those departments. It would be trivially simply.”

	“Really?” Erickson leaned forward to stare down at Adam. “How are you going to do that?”

	Erickson might have been about to say more, but Adam made a sudden gesture, lifting a hand and making a fist, as if the last comment was a ball thrown at him and he had reacted just in time to make the catch. It had the weird of effect of silencing the whole auditorium.

	“Though executive orders I will begin on my first day to turn over operation of the extraneous federal departments to the states and . . .”

	“The president can’t just do that. There are limits. You’re not being elected dictator.”

	“You, perhaps, could not do it even if you were elected. It would take somebody with a spine to accomplish everything I’ve laid out.”

	Cheering from the audience drowned out part of Erickson’s response. “That’s a delusion! This is just more of the tea party rhetoric that has driven the Republican brand into the ditch.”

	“You were the one behind the wheel Mr. Speaker.”

	The continued crowd reaction and the former speaker’s continued flailing made it clear Adam had this guy on the ropes. “I’m the one with experience,” Erickson said. “I’m the one that worked to balance the budget under a Democratic president. Where’s your experience Mr. Hanson? You’re making promises, you have no idea how you’ll keep.”

	“Oh I know exactly how I will accomplish my agenda,” Adam smiled. “By stepping over pathetic figures like yourself.”

	The subtle short joke made this line extra sharp. Anything more Erickson had to say, for the rest of the debate and the rest of the campaign, was drowned out by the crowd cheering for Adam.

	 

	The next day I flew up to Columbus, to The Ohio State University, where the first Republican primary debate had taken place and where Adam’s campaign bus was still parked. It was a stark reminder of how long it had been since I was in college. Not only did everyone look so young, but also so straight-laced. I would learn later Ohio State, like many large public universities, now had a dress code.

	I found myself at a sprawling, celebratory, catered lunch put on by a campus Republican group at the student union, with much of the party leadership, including the Grahams, Rudy and his wife Nina, Manny’s brother Alex, Greg Smith and his wife, all in attendance.

	As with every debate the big question afterward was who won. “Honestly, I thought General McHenry came off looking the most presidential,” I said in response to this question.

	“Looking presidential is overrated,” Dr. Graham said. “Did you hear all those one-liners Adam got in?”

	“Yeah, okay. He was definitely popular.”

	“He was awesome!” said the president of the student group. He had been seated next to me at the lead table up on a little stage at the front of the room where Adam would later give a speech. The campus Republican president was an engaging fellow, very intelligent, soft-spoken, and the only black guy in the room. I was a little taken aback by his sudden burst of emotion in endorsing Adam. “Nobody else on that stage last night had anything on Mr. Hanson.”

	“Why do you say that?” I asked, then in response to an incredulous stare added, “I’m just wondering, what is it about him that’s so appealing, in your opinion?”

	“He’s the only one looking out for us, you know, not just big business and corporations. He’s the only one who’ll do anything about inflation and the economy.”

	I nodded and moved to change the subject by asking why all the students wore uniforms now.

	“It’s to cut down on crime.”

	“Really?”

	“It works. Just like high school. I’m sure for everyone here it doesn’t matter, but for some people, you know, public university, they pretty much have to accept everybody by law, which is another problem Mr. Hanson will do something about, the stupid way higher education works where tuition subsidies means people with no business being in college end up here anyway so we can all have equality of outcomes. So you get a lot of people straight out of high school, not serious about education, getting into debt, thinking they’re entitled. It’s a good formula for having problems with crime. I grew up in Cleveland and I saw the same thing there. You put people like that in a uniform and they’re better behaved. I don’t know. The crime rate’s another real problem that only Mr. Hanson would really deal with.”

	“You don’t think any of the other candidates would? They all talked about it a lot.”

	“They all talk politician speak, telling us what we want to hear. Mr. Hanson was the only one telling it like it is.”

	After lunch I had another meeting with these campus Republicans, this one at a Nationalist Party precinct office off campus. Having up-sold my company’s ability to handle a voter and volunteer database, the sophisticated kind like the major parties used, I now had to implement such a thing.

	The Nationalist Party had a get-out-the-vote organization attached to it called the Minute Men, which was also the name of the party’s political action committee, creating no end of confusion, especially since the Supreme Court decision that had eliminated any barriers between political campaigns and PACs meant we were coordinating with both. I had already met the head of the PAC, a role occupied by Greg Smith, but this trip was my first chance to meet face-to-face with the volunteer organizer.

	Erica Roland had a plump Georgia peach demeanor, her sweet drawl jarring coming from such a compact, muscled, military-looking woman with a scar on her cheek. She looked like she could break me in half over her knee. She looked like she wanted to.

	“So you’re the one helping us set up this whole computerized coordination system?”

	“That I am.”

	“Never needed one of those before.”

	“Well you’ve never actually run a presidential campaign before, right?”

	“No, no, we’ve run candidates the last two cycles.”

	“You’ve given support to candidates from other parties. It’s not quite the same.”

	“If you say so. I suppose the chairman knows what he’s doing.”

	I did not get any better a reception when we arrived at the local party office, the garage of an otherwise abandoned house in a long row of similar abandoned and decaying ruins. The man in charge looked like Father Time covered in faded tattoos. He kept asking who I was. I ended up ignoring him as I worked instead with the six man campus Republican staff, dressed in identical light grey suits.

	They had plenty of old, second hand equipment, in particular the electronic notebooks that were the primary means of data collection. Most of these dated from a time when such things were more often called tablets, and it took a few tries and some tweaking of settings to get them to run the proprietary software that would let them provide me with the data I needed.

	“What is all this data about us you’re collecting?” the old man in charge asked.

	I tried again to explain I was coordinating the volunteers to raise turnout for Adam.

	“Why does the government need all our information?”

	I explained I was not with the government, I was a contractor working for the Nationalist Party.

	“Well I don’t want my information in any government database. Take my name off there.”

	By that point I had already forgotten his name. “Of course sir, no problem.”

	He scoffed at me and walked away.

	 

	When people talk about the oil price super spike they often shorten it to just ‘oil spike’ and are often just referring to the initial price jump. In less than a week the price of petroleum, natural gas, and coal futures had skyrocketed, crashing the stock market and plunging the economy into recession. From an historic perspective though, the oil spike was really a series of price shocks and subsequent collapses that had lasted for months, and to some extent was still going on. Although not as bad as that first year, all of the energy resource markets were still volatile, creating occasional, unpredictable, jarring fluctuations. Like that first price spike any of these could, seemingly without warning, instigate a sell-off and price crash just as frantic as the commodity price rise, or spur bankruptcies among major multi-national corporations, or prompt widespread layoffs, or trigger a bout of inflation that caused a similar price spike in just about everything.

	The causes of that initial oil spike were rather obscure, relating to the vagaries of the commodities market and futures derivatives and other economic arcana. It did not help that economists could not appear to settle on a culprit and kept offering contradictory explanations. Most people turned to simple answers. Some liked to blame Iran and the other countries that had broken with OPEC and started pricing petroleum in a ‘basket of currencies’ rather than dollars, undermining the value of the dollar itself. Others blamed all the new self-driving cars and the people who owned them, sending them off by themselves to drive home rather than parking at work, using them to take super-extended road trip vacations, holding parties in them while driving somewhere, practically living in them. Many, of course, liked to blame politicians.

	Ever since the first initial oil spike I had barely left DC. I had little reason to then, and the price of travel of any kind was prohibitive. This meant, however, that I had only experienced the oil spike through the terms of the nation’s capital, which was still awash in federal dollars and still had a functioning mass transit system.

	The post-oil spike south was a far different place from DC, or even from the Midwestern towns I saw in Ohio. Up north we passed through ghost towns, or ghost suburbs, large swaths of houses with overgrown lawns and peeling paint and unrepaired storm damage from fallen trees or telephone lines. In the big cities life continued in a haphazard way, with crowds of homeless people lining the streets and a pleasant lack of traffic.

	Beyond the Mason-Dixon Line things got extreme. We saw trailers and RVs parked in empty lots or around abandoned Walmarts, forming economic refugee camps. We passed through towns where every house had some kind of barbed wire fence or makeshift wall of broken concrete or line of sandbags forming a fox hole like it was some kind of miniature fortress. Often I spotted rooftop sniper perches as well, from which armed men in camo-pants and ratty t-shirts poked their heads up to watch us drive past. They no doubt were wondering about the oversized bus with the National Party logo, the Gadsden flag re-colored into a red and white striped snake on a blue background, that was cruising through their backwater town.

	Along some of the highways we passed large bands, Rudy called them ‘tribes,’ of homeless people on the move. They carried thick backpacks or rolling luggage, and often had a collection of impromptu power generation equipment. We would see them set up on the highway median with solar panels laid out and poles with small wind turbines atop, catching wind off the cars. Their setups were hooked into rechargeable batteries taken from electric cars or off-the-grid homeowner kits. I had no idea why they did this. Manny speculated they would try to sell their generated power to local businesses. Dr. Graham was convinced they were squatters moving between foreclosed and abandoned houses, scrounging for food and electricity.

	For much of the ride Adam sat by the window, watching this scenery with a somber look. Sometimes, when we saw these homeless tribes or refugee camps, Adam had us pull over. He would get out right there on the side of the highway, introduce himself, and give a little speech or perhaps play a guitar tune upon request.

	“I’ve spoken with Wall Street economists who try to tell me how good free trade is for the economy,” Adam would say in his booming voice. “All the money people are making off free trade goes straight to those Wall Street bankers so they can upgrade to the gold-plated Jacuzzi. I am the only candidate this election who is against free trade, in all its forms, which also means free trade of labor. If they can’t send a job overseas they import some illegal immigrants to do it here, and then wonder why unemployment among real Americans is so high! The threat America faces abroad are nothing compared to the enemy we have among us, within our borders, the parasitic Wall Street bankers and the deranged liberals, and I am the only candidate who will do something about that threat.”

	Adam, I realized on this trip, was a master of talking points. He seemed to have hundreds of them memorized, able to flow from one to the next and thereby convey the impression he was speaking extemporaneously.

	It was also during this time, the long rides on the campaign bus as we crisscrossed the South, that Adam first started regaling me with stories of the early days of the party, with anecdotes of his bumbling grasps at rock star fame, with impromptu movie and video game reviews. Those long drives were the first of our many wandering, existential late night discussions.

	“Did you really,” I began one night, “once try to start a rebellion in Texas to get the state to secede from the Union?”

	This got a dark look that surprised me. “That was not at all what we were doing. That was a peaceful demonstration that was attacked by government thugs. Afterwards they couldn’t even make a fucking jaywalking charge stick.” He paused for a deep breath. “I don’t know of anything more warped by liberal media bias than the coverage of that day.”

	There would be times I found myself traveling with Adam for no discernable reason, other than to be along for moral support or something. On this trip though I had a clear job. I was continuing as I had at Ohio State to set up the volunteer coordination computer system in various Nationalist precinct offices, which doubled as our main destinations, the places where Adam gave non-impromptu speeches.

	 The South, it turned out, was the heartland of the Minute Men. The oil spike had created masses of unemployed, isolated, and desperate people. Volunteers dredged from these groups had plenty of time to man offices, canvas neighborhoods, work phone-lines, camp website comment boards, and all the other work of a real campaign. Many more were bussed in when Adam arrived to attend massive marches and rallies, carrying giant banners and signs and flags. Almost always they appeared carrying guns.

	The party’s precinct offices, like its people, were an eclectic hodgepodge. In some places abandoned store fronts had been turned into professional looking offices with modern computers that could install my own software without a hiccup. Others were former back alley auto-shops or converted gas stations at which Roland had to rally up the money to replace twenty-year-old laptops with actual working systems.

	The staffs and volunteers were a weird combination of heavy-set, heavy-bearded guys covered in tattoos that looked like they belonged in a biker gang, strict religious folk with cheap suits and empty smiles, college kids who paired fresh faces and bright-eyes with a grunge throwback fashion aesthetic, and war veterans and wannabes in dress uniform or camouflage outfits, sporting rifles strapped across their backs or pistols on their hips.

	I felt way out of my element until I talked to them. I found most were informed, articulate, and quite happy to hear from me. Few passed up the opportunity to tell me about the various socialist, atheist, UN new world order agents running for the Democratic nomination, or the scam artists and apostates on the Republican side, or to talk about the need for energy security and border security and street security and employment security, or to tell me how the hope of the nation rode on a hero like Adam Hanson.

	A couple weeks before the first Republican debate Adam had announced his campaign in an appearance at Freedom’s College, a Christian university in Savannah, Georgia. After the debate we headed back there for a follow up rally that Adam also intended to act as a charity benefit. The university’s once gorgeous campus was wrecked the year before by a hurricane and had yet to be repaired. The whole town of Savannah, indeed the whole coast, had received no federal aide from an underfunded FEMA after the disaster.

	Many of Adam’s detractors would see stuff like this, taking a campaign fundraiser and redirecting it into a charity event for hurricane victims, as being completely cynical. They would accuse Adam of preying on vulnerable people to help sell his message and his candidacy. In my opinion Adam, like most politicians I met, was an idealist with genuine motives. Seeing the campus when we rode in, with its front drive lined with toppled palm trees, the shell of a building that was once a fitness center, and the random pile of wrecked cars and other assorted junk dominating one end of the parking lot, I could understand Adam’s desire to change things.       Another thing we saw for the first time at Freedom’s College, but then later spotted throughout the Deep South, was an invasive species of bamboo that had appeared. It grew in thick clumps that made me think of flower bouquets. Some reports said it was a genetically engineered strain, some kind of intentional terrorist attack or Chinese act of sabotage. For Adam it was just a great metaphor.

	“Another illegal immigrant! Our country is being overrun with uninvited guests and unwanted Chinese imports. I see chemicals being air-sprayed to get rid of this stuff, and I hear it’s working. If only solving every problem was so easy.”

	 

	Visiting Iowa in the summer had been depressing enough. Most of it was endless roads lined with sick, wilting corn stalks, grown with insufficient fertilizer. The islands of civilization among these brown fields were themselves wilting: yards of rusting farm equipment and rusting cars and rusting buildings.

	Now that it was January, the place was even worse. Arriving in Des Moines I found the city beset with rolling blackouts and budget cuts that made certain neighborhoods into dead zones, deserted and lifeless with forlorn little snow piles stirred about by bitter cold wind gusts.

	To compound things, everywhere I went, in the airport terminal, on the radio in my rental car, on the television in the hotel room, I saw the net spending advantage General McHenry held. A lot of the ads featured Adam himself, ranting in some town hall speech, interrupting a news personality with some tangential tirade, all with a dark filter and ominous music added to convey the real message.

	Dr. Graham continued to insist that there was no such thing as bad press, that this would help Adam in the long run.

	“The long run is over,” I told him. “We’re less than two weeks from the caucuses.”

	“This is one state. Stay calm and stick to the plan. We win South Carolina . . .”

	“You realize we’re being outspent everywhere.”

	After settling in at the hotel we took off to meet with Adam. He had been in the state since Christmas, giving speeches anywhere he could. It was a source of contention among the staff. Most of them wanted to deploy Adam elsewhere, to write off Iowa and seek wins in other states. Adam had listened but then dismissed the whole notion, insisting on pursuing victory everywhere. “Obviously the National Party candidate must represent the whole nation.” Nobody mentioned he was not a National Party candidate.

	Dr. Graham still bristled about the altercation and Adam’s refusal to see reason. As campaign manager he directed funds and other resources, notably himself, our volunteer organization, and my own staff, into efforts elsewhere. 

	I was driving through a new, sprawling slum that formed when the city, desperate for funds, had just started closing streets, declaring they would no longer be lit or maintained. Many still drove on these streets, ignoring ‘Road Closed’ signs, but they also became popular pedestrian thoroughfares, given the price of gasoline. The problem was, because the streets were officially closed, the GPS that came with the rental car was blacked out here, making it impossible to get directions, and the automatic driving system would not enter the area. I had to take manual control and begin a methodical search of the neighborhood. I found myself rolling along through a modest winter crowd, scanning the road side for some no-name diner while the doctor quizzed me on the latest numbers.

	“If we can carry South Carolina . . .”

	“I still don’t guarantee that will happen,” I said.

	“If we can,” Dr. Graham was quick to say after my interruption. “How much will it improve our chances in the Super Tuesday states?”

	“Not enough. Keep in mind, we’re behind everywhere.”

	“You said . . .”

	“South Carolina is winnable if the current polling trend continues. The one thing we have going for us is we’re gaining ground, but that may not mean anything, especially since we’re being outspent. Is that it?”

	I had just passed a place labeled Farmer’s Market Foods Diner. We circled back around and parked across the street.

	Outside the diner was a thick crowd, stuffed in coats and jammed together. They jostled us, unwilling to let us pass, until some hefty Minute Men volunteers stepped out the front door and signaled a parting of the Red Sea.

	Inside the limited seating was full. Adam was at a table by a side window, surrounded by the rest of his staff. Dr. Graham and I pushed through people standing along the diner counter to get to Adam’s table.

	“Is this the best place to have this meeting?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“Sam, have you ever considered giving up processed foods?” Adam asked.

	“I . . .”

	“I love this place because everything they get is organic, which I know is stupid, to call it that, because all food is organic, but it’s unprocessed, no preservatives, no hormones. I haven’t eaten processed foods in over five years. I have to, you know. My diet before, it was killing me. Stomach cramps, all the time. It’s a precursor to cancer. Probably of the pancreas, which is the worst kind of cancer. You can be fine and then dead a week later.”

	He paused to stare at his chicken sandwich, then took a bite. Nobody around the table knew quite what to say. “It’s why this election is so important. If we’re to solve the country’s problems I cannot wait another cycle. The Old Soldier might not last a full term, but I might not either.”

	“Um . . .” I glanced around at the crowd that could no doubt hear what Adam was saying, then shared concerned looks with the other staff members.

	“Dr. Graham is right,” Manny said. “We should move this meeting back to the hotel.”

	“Good idea. I’ve lost my appetite.” Without further comment Adam pushed his plate away and got up from the table.

	“Um, were uh, you gonna give a speech or something?” I gestured around at the crowd.

	“He already did,” Manny said.

	“Then why,” I looked around again, “why is this crowd still here?”

	“Maybe they hope he’ll give another.”

	“They just want to see the next president,” Erica said. “Shake hands with him.”

	“Hmph,” Rudy stifled a chuckle, “and you think our chances aren’t very good.”

	“Some of these people didn’t know who Adam was when we arrived,” Manny said. “Now they’re waiting around hoping to hear from him again.

	“With support like that how can we lose?”

	“Actually they’re more indicative of the problem,” I said. “They didn’t know who he was before today. You can’t shake hands and share a meal with every possible voter.”

	“I know, but if I could . . .” Adam looked away out the window, then turned back to me. “It I could shake hands and talk personally to a million voters I would. I would be guaranteed a million votes.”

	“You should use that,” Dr. Graham said. “In your stump speech. It’s a great line.”

	It would become one of Adam’s most oft-repeated lines. It may not have been true, but it should have been.

	 

	It seems ridiculous now, but at the time of Adam’s victory in the South Carolina primary I thought I was witnessing the pinnacle of his political ascent.

	“Thank you for coming out here,” he said to the cheering crowd at his Charleston campaign headquarters. I think the place had once been a mall. The food court turned auditorium had an awkward layout for its new purpose, leaving the crowd to spill out into an adjoining atrium with columns and a dilapidated fountain blocking their view of the candidate. Big projector screens were set up throughout the parking lot outside, also filled beyond capacity with supporters, who overspilled into some nearby roads.

	“I wish I could sit down and talk with every one of you personally. Not just you folks here but everyone across this country. I know I would be guaranteed every vote.” Adam’s inflection got a chuckle rippling through the assembly. “America . . . America is in a bad place right now, we all know, economically, politically, militarily, culturally, and especially morally, we’ve lost our way. Nobody doubts that. But tonight we’ve sent a strong message that business as usual is unacceptable. I wish, you know, I wish it were. I wish I could just be some shmuck guitarist with some touring band. That’s what I wanted to do with my life, before September the eleventh, when I realized there was a higher calling, that my country needed me. And after I got home from Iraq I was called again, by God, to an even higher purpose.

	“I know God has a plan for me just as He has one for you and for all of America. God sent me an angel, and for a long time I wondered why, I wondered what He wanted of me, but now I know. He set us all on a course that has brought us here, to where we draw a line in the sand and say we will no longer tolerate our country slipping away from us.” This was an applause line, but Adam did not stop, his voice just growing louder. “We are all here because God will not allow America to be corrupted and defiled. We are here because He has a plan, and has given us the incredible task of turning things around. I know these aren’t good economic times or even conventional bad times. We’re in the midst of an economic Armageddon. I would remind everybody though that what follows Armageddon is God’s Kingdom Come. So what we can pray for following this time of suffering is Thy Republic Come.”

	I was a little skeptical of the ‘Thy Republic Come’ line, but the doctor liked it and it got repeated by both of them throughout the campaign.

	At that moment though I was not listening, instead standing backstage with my mobile held right up to my face, watching the victory speech from earlier that evening of the democratic frontrunner. Massachusetts Senator Reginald Nelson came out to enthusiastic chants of ‘Re-gee, Re-gee’. I doubt many of his supporters remembered the performance of Reggie Jackson in the 1977 World Series that gave rise to that chant, though I suspect the candidate did. He reeked of New England, effeminate, WASP-ness.

	All the major news streams had segments with supporters and surrogates for General McHenry, all of them talking about Senator Nelson’s elitism and socialism. None of the general’s supporters felt it even necessary to speak of Adam, the tacit point being that he was already defeated.

	“Look at all that,” Rudy, standing next to me backstage, said. He was looking at a camera feed showing the impressive crowd surrounding the building outside. “How can you say we’re gonna lose with all that?”

	“Don’t confuse big crowds for support. In a country the size of the United States one percent is still a few million people. You could gather a crowd that size in every state with one percent support.”

	“You’re always such a pessimist Sam,” Dr. Graham said without looking up from his own mobile.

	“You realize the numbers say we’re going to be crushed on Super Tuesday,” I said.

	“The McHenry campaign didn’t even contest this state. They’re overconfident about Super Tuesday. It’s gonna be their downfall.” I had no doubt the doctor was posting a similar sentiment to all his social stream accounts. He was prolific online, where he carried a stature far beyond his physical size. “It’s playing right into our plan.”

	“That sounds like a Denver Broncos Super Bowl strategy. Let the other team score so many points in the first half that they’ll be complacent and give up a come-from-behind victory.”

	“The Broncos won several Super Bowls.”

	“Years later, and Adam could very well win the presidency in four years. Doctor,” I put away my mobile and turned to look at him. “Doctor, what exactly are you a doctor of?”

	“Behavioral psychology.” He met my stare with a broad grin.

	“How did you end up a campaign manager?”

	“Fate.”

	I sighed. “Even if Adam is a man of destiny that doesn’t change the polling outlook for Super Tuesday.”

	“Have a little faith Sam. Adam has come through a lot worse.”

	 

	Part of me felt kind of glad when, that April, General McHenry won the primaries that carried his delegate count over the top and Adam conceded the Republican nomination. It did not mean I was unemployed. I had been hired by the party to do polling and analysis for all their candidates, but it did mean no more traveling to weird campaign stops.

	On the first hot day of spring I went over to the party headquarters for a meeting. As I entered through the thick glass doors I passed by Rudy Hubert walking out, accompanied by a towering man with a neatly-trimmed goatee. They shook hands and the tall figure said that he would be in touch in a voluminous, bombastic voice that hit me with a flare of recognition.

	Rudy held the heavy door for him while I stood there grappling with a memory. “I know that guy.”

	“That was Joaquin Ruben.”

	“He’s one of Browning’s people.” In fact I now recalled him as a former congressmen working as a consultant for the president’s reelection campaign before it was disbanded. He was one of the hacks in the room arguing about my methodology when I told President Browning he couldn’t win reelection.

	“He’s an informal advisor to the McHenry campaign now.”

	“Informal advisor?”

	“There may be a big announcement coming from the McHenry campaign in the next few days involving the general election ticket. I won’t say any more though.”

	I headed upstairs, not to the juice bar this time but instead to the cramped, stifling, windowless conference room on the second level. As I took my time hooking my notebook to the overhead projector the principles for the meeting, the entire seven member National Party congressional caucus, along with their sprawling staffs, filtered in.

	Lead amongst this group was Congressmen Robert Geare. He was a boisterous man who bounced into rooms and threw his weight around in a literal and figurative sense. His clean bald head, stout build, and personality gave him the overall shape of a bullet. He sat up front with his staff, relegating the rest of the delegation to the back and leaving me with only enough room to stand next to the projector screen. With so many people in the room we were all hot and sweating, none more so then Geare.

	Although Rudy had already spilled the secret in his own inept way it turned out Geare had also been in the meeting with the informal advisor, and was ebullient about it to the point of derailing my whole presentation.

	“Seriously,” he said to me, “this is going to happen.”

	“I never said I disbelieved you.” I was on my first slide and already the whole meeting was off track.

	“Sam,” he twisted his head to look at me from a different angle. “Rudy was right, you are a pessimist.”

	“I said I believe you.”

	“No, you couched it in negatives. You ‘never’ ‘disbelieved.’ That’s not the same.”

	“Okay congressmen, I believe you.”

	“It’s Bob, and I know you don’t believe me, but you’ll remember this meeting when you hear the news.”

	“It’s not that I believe or disbelieve you,” I said. “It’s just that’s not why I was told we were having this meeting.”

	“You want to talk about your numbers don’t you?”

	“I was told that’s what you and,” I waved my arm at the rest of the room, “and the whole delegation wanted to hear.”

	“What they want to hear is the big news.” He turned in his seat to speak down the length of the table. “You all heard it here first. General McHenry is vetting Adam Hanson for the vice-presidency.”

	“Vetting doesn’t mean he’s been picked,” another congressmen down the table said.

	“Okay, yeah, but . . . it’s gonna be the chairman. Right Sam?”

	“I have no idea.”

	Bob hit me with an incredulous look. “Who else are they gonna pick?”

	“I had heard Senator Coleman was the leading choice.”

	“Come on. The general hates that guy. Plus he doesn’t have the following Adam does. Nobody else does. The Old Soldier can’t afford not to have our backing. Trust me, this is going to happen, and when it does, Sam, we’ll need you full-time on the campaign trail again.”

	That sounded exhausting, but I stole my nerve. “I stand ready. Gimme the call, I’m at your service.”

	“Good, I like it, that’s what I like to hear. Okay.” Bob gestured as if about to slap a hand down hard on the table, then slowed up and just set his palm there instead. “Alright, now you were saying.”

	I flipped to the next slide as a delay tactic while I recalled why I was here in the first place. “Um, good news up front. Everyone here is an odds-on favorite to win re-election. The third column is confidence factor of winning. It’s not the same as just the raw numbers in anybody’s favor, obviously. I get these numbers based on comparisons of polling in your individual races versus historical data and trends at this point in the election cycle.” We were all sweltering and wanted out of there, so without hesitation I went to the next slide. “The better news. Most of the National Party candidates in congressional races are, uh, are doing well. You can see here,” I pointed with a laser pointer, “out of just over fifty candidates the party is running I’m projecting between thirty-five and forty will win.”

	“So we won’t have control of the house,” Bob said.

	“You . . . no, you won’t. That’s not even a mathematical possibility given how many candidates you’re running. However, you could very well be in the kingmaker position. If these numbers all hold up, here I have it on the next slide,” I flipped to an image showing the classic representation of the House as a semi-circle of color-coded seats. “If these numbers hold up no party will have an absolute majority. One or the other of the major parties will need your votes to secure the speakership.”

	“Kingmakers in a coalition government.” Bob slapped the table. “Plus the vice-presidency. Not bad for a party that was declared dead ten years ago, huh Sam?”

	 

	That Sunday Holly and I were eating breakfast with the news talk shows playing on her laptop, set up on the far side of the table.

	“Sam,” she said to me over French toast. “When we moved out here did you think this job would involve so much travel?”

	“I suppose I did not think it would, no. Is that a problem?”

	“I didn’t think it would be but . . . it’s made for a rough year, ya know?”

	“I know all too well.” I paused to look up from my food. “You think maybe we’re still in the wrong business?”

	“I don’t know. I definitely don’t want to move back to California.”

	She was hugging her arms to herself and now gave a sort of shiver as she looked away. I took another bite in contemplation.

	“Well, regardless there shouldn’t be much more travel this year.”

	“Sam,” she interrupted by waving one hand at me and the other toward the screen.

	On the broadcast was General McHenry, looking more jowled than usual. “. . . absolutely not,” he was saying.

	“You don’t believe a unity ticket is a good idea?” a surprised interviewer asked.

	“I do not.”

	“We’ve heard over the past few days that your campaign is vetting Adam Hanson as a possible vice president nominee. Are you saying now that isn’t true?”

	“I am saying I am not considering Mr. Hanson as a running mate.”

	“A unity ticket had a lot of people excited, seemed to stir up your base this past week. What changed your mind?”

	The general paused, leaning back to let his height carry him above the interviewer. “I did not change my mind. I have never considered Adam Hanson as a possible running mate. He is not a Republican. He is the leader of a separate political party with a radical agenda, far beyond the mainstream. I respect him as a fellow soldier, a fellow veteran, but we all remember the rallies the National Tea Party has held, continues to hold. I will not condemn America to mob rule. What our country needs now is stability.”

	“So you object not to Mr. Hanson’s ideas but to his methods?”

	“I object to his extremism. I will not have my campaign or my presidency associated with the kind of threats and violence of the tea party. I respect local police. I want to avoid clashes with police, not promote them.”

	That afternoon I got a call from Dr. Graham asking if I could come to an emergency meeting. It took place not at the juice bar but at the doctor’s townhouse, northwest of the city. Entering I found myself in an archway beneath a staircase, looking into an already filled living room. The giant fireplace was overhung by a giant framed picture of the Graham’s wedding party in front of the Salt Lake LDS Temple. In front of this Adam paced at reckless speed, the center of attention for the crowd seated around him.

	“Sam, good, you’re here,” the doctor emerged from the kitchen, passing an infant off to his wife, who had let me in. “Did you see any of the Sunday morning shows?”

	“I was watching.”

	Dr. Graham just shook his head.

	“It’s a travesty,” Adam said. “To make an offer and then publically revoke it like that.”

	“Did he actually make the offer?” I asked.

	“We were being vetted,” Congressman Geare said from where he filled the big recliner next to the fireplace. “Why do that just to turn around and stab us?”

	“He’s gone senile,” Adam continued. “He’s losing touch with reality. What else can explain it? How does he hope to win at all without our support? Before this he could have at least hoped for my endorsement. Now the whole deal is off.”

	“It’s more like his staff doesn’t know what they’re doing,” Rudy, standing opposite the congressman, said. “They’ve been in disarray the whole campaign. I’ve heard his son and Arnold Marshal don’t get along at all. Right hand doesn’t know what the left hand is doing.”

	“That’s a weak excuse. He’s got triple the budget we do and we run a tighter ship than that.” Adam tossed a hand in the air. “I can’t believe we lost to these people.”

	“Would you have actually accepted the vice president spot if it was offered?” I asked.

	“No. Yes. I would have, on certain conditions. I would need Nationalists in some cabinet posts. I’d have to be in the loop, of course, I would have to have buy-in on key agenda items. Not that they have any ideas of their own so it’s not like I would be stepping on anyone’s toes.”

	“Academic at this point,” Dr. Graham said.

	“Yes, yes, you’re right. After this stunt there’s no way I would be McHenry’s running mate. There’s only one option left. I will have to run as the National Party nominee.”

	In the silent pause that followed a baby screamed in the next room. Adam was still pacing, his pivots wrinkling and displacing the rug in front of the fireplace.

	“Your chances as a third party candidate are no better than they were a year ago,” I said.

	“What choice do I have?”

	“There’s always the ‘32 election,” Geare said.

	“Too late. No, Sam, who is going to win the election this year?”

	“The odds favor Senator Nelson.”

	“And if I add myself to the race?”

	“Then the odds favor Senator Nelson even more strongly.”

	“No. The country cannot survive a liberal like that. If I wait four years it will be too late. And if General McHenry wins he’ll accomplish even less than Browning. We will sink into a deeper quagmire, and then I will be running against an incumbent.”

	“McHenry could die in office,” Rudy said.

	“Even worse. There will be national sympathy for the fallen leader that will reflect on the vice president. Just like LBJ, he would float to reelection on good will. No, God has chosen me and He had chosen this time. I must seize the day. Never tell me the odds.”

	“Well, Mr. Chairman,” Geare said, “let’s not be hasty about this. If you endorse McHenry now and he still loses you’ll be in a prime spot to sweep up the Republican nomination in four years. But if you run against him you’ll alienate the Republican establishment. You’ll ruin your chances forever.”

	“That assumes the country will be in a state worth governing in four years. This crisis is not going to resolve itself. Does anyone seriously believe that without major action the entire country won’t sink into third world status in four years? No, our time is now. Jonah,” it was surprising to hear the doctor’s first name. “Issue a press release saying we regret General McHenry isn’t considering me for his running-mate. Manny, start putting together plans for a convention in Denver.”

	“Whoa,” Geare sat up in his seat. “We’re holding a convention?”

	“We can call it whatever. A campaign kickoff perhaps is better. I’ve been wanting to do more for the official announcement of the Nationalist Party candidates then just a press release. This can be the official forum where the party chairman,” he gestured at Rudy, “makes that official announcement, and it’ll also be the venue where I kickoff my own presidential campaign. I’ll need everybody out in Denver next week for this.”

	“Okay, hold on,” Manny said. “We can’t put this together in a week.”

	“We don’t have time to waste. I want this to happen as soon as possible. Sam, Jonah, let’s start going over a post-convention campaign schedule. If possible I’d like to visit every state.”

	 

	Out in Denver a month later I found there was still a chaotic scramble to put together a ‘convention.’ A massive convention center downtown had already been procured. Candidates and party leaders were being bussed in from around the country. Catering and DJs and advertisements were thrown together.

	The Colorado party headquarters, in turned out, was Adam’s house. It was a sprawling mansion situated on a mountainside overlooking the city, big enough to have its own name. We called it ‘the Eyrie,’ which, Adam told everyone, was a place where eagles lived. Until then I had not realized just how rich Adam had become off his book sales and speaking fees prior to re-entering politics. I stayed in the house my entire time out there, in one of a dozen guest bedrooms.

	I was not quite certain why I was there. My wife had pondered the whole thing too, right before I left.

	“Don’t they have to have, like, I don’t know, a primary or something to pick their presidential candidate?”

	“Technically no. The big parties have primaries, but it’s not a requirement.”

	“Really?”

	“Political parties aren’t part of the government, they don’t have to be democratic. I guess when he was chairman Hanson eliminated any kind of voting system.”

	“How do they decide who to run then?”

	“The party chairman picks people. Someone doesn’t like it, they can go find another party.”

	“Well okay, but if there’s no voting why does he need you out there?”

	I shrugged. “Consultation? Moral support?”

	There were strategic meetings in the days before the big campaign kickoff, held in the sprawling basement conference room at the Eyrie. I presented my latest numbers or answered various questions, but always in an atmosphere of interruptions and chaos that made the meetings seem il-advised. 

	“How about the national numbers?” Manny asked me during one such meeting.

	“I don’t have all the numbers in yet, but it still doesn’t matter. Right now the polls that matter are the ones in Ohio and Virginia and maybe Florida. That’s where the election will be decided.”

	“So what do we need to do to win those states?”

	“We . . . we’re not going to win those states. That’s out of the question. I was just, here,” when flustered I fell back on my data. I referred to the slide I had up on the conference screen that showed a color-coded state map, with McHenry in red, Nelson in blue, Adam in yellow, and some white ‘too-close-to-calls.’

	“Florida is close, but I’m putting that one as leaning Republican. So that leaves Virginia and Ohio as the key toss-ups. If Senator Nelson wins both he wins the election.”

	“And if not?”

	“Then it depends. McHenry can still win if he takes one of those two states and Texas.”

	“You think we’re going to win Texas?”

	“That is my best guess. It’s going to be close.”

	“What happens then?” Erica, sitting next to me, asked.

	“Then nobody has enough electoral votes, in which case the presidency gets decided by the House of Representatives.”

	“Are we really only going to win Colorado and Texas?” Rudy asked.

	“These are my best guesses. Arizona and Nevada could break for us. Some of the, what would you call them, upper south states. Tennessee, Kentucky, the Carolinas. Maybe Missouri. Oklahoma would be very close, too close to call right now, except Mr. Hanson isn’t even on the ballot in that state.”

	“How are we not on the ballot?” Rudy almost erupted from his chair.

	Near the back Michael Franks, the bespectacled lawyer with slicked back hair the party retained, steepled his fingers to respond.  “It’s an ongoing lawsuit. Their elections board decided it wasn’t worthwhile to include Adam on the ballot.”

	“How can they do that!?”

	“Each state sets its own rules. Some have ‘sore loser’ laws exactly to prevent someone who lost a party primary from appearing on the ballot as an independent, which they want to apply even though Mr. Hanson is not appearing as an independent. Other states require a political party to get a certain percentage of the vote in the last election to be on the ballet.”

	“What?! That makes no sense? How would you get any percentage of the vote if you can never get on the ballot?”

	“Well, it depends. Usually there’s an alternative of getting a very large number of signatures, or getting some percent of the vote in the gubernatorial election to get on the ballot for presidential elections. That’s how we got on the ballot in Texas.”

	“So how many states are we on the ballot for?” Manny asked.

	“Thirty-one. Obviously we’re litigating in others, like Oklahoma, but it takes time.”

	Before Franks could get into a breakdown of our ballot status in each state a ring tone interrupted. Manny took the call, and a moment later he was leaving with Adam to deal with the latest organizational issue.

	The rally, or whatever it was, many news streams called it a convention or a campaign kickoff, we never gave it an official name, took place the next day. Congressman Geare gave the opening speech. He was as boisterous at the podium as anywhere else and primed the jam-packed center for the cavalcade of speeches that followed.

	The key note address, at the beginning of the prime time hours back east, was the big surprise ‘get’ for the convention. Senator Allen Rose was a sitting Republican who was not up for reelection this year but who had been associated with the National Tea Party in the past. In his speech he endorsed the party platform and announced he would be switching parties at the start of the next congress.

	I spent most of the day wandering the convention center or mingling with the eccentric crowd in between speeches. I was recognized by precinct officers and Minute Men officials with whom I had worked throughout the past year. It was surreal, with so many of them remembering me while I had little recollection of them.

	“Mr. Hanson says you’re the man with the plan,” a precinct chief whose grey bushy beard, flannel, suspenders, and flat hat made him look like a fishing trawler captain more than anything else, said to me. “Says you’re gonna get out the vote for us this November.”

	“I’m trying man. It’s not easy.”

	“Mr. Hanson thinks you’ve got it covered. He called you his ‘motherfuckin’ sorcerer.’”

	I paused but then smiled at this. “That sounds like something he would say.”

	The evening had worn on a little by the time Adam was announced. He strolled onto stage to torrential applause.

	“Today,” Adam said, after several false starts while he waited for the crowd to calm. “Today the race for the presidency truly begins.” There was a slight pause here, then the crowd erupted into wild cheers again. “We have been . . . we have been rejected by the Republican establishment because, unlike all the false claims from so many politicians, we truly are Washington outsiders.” More cheers. “They thought they were rid of me when I dropped out of the Republican primary.” Another long pause for insane cheering. “This time though, this time I will be running on my own terms.”

	 

	The next time I joined up with the campaign was in Las Vegas that August. A city that always looked a little trashy had the advantage of never appearing to have lost much in bleak economic times. As we drove through the flashing lights, just starting up in the twilight hour, Adam looked despondent. Further out toward the North Las Vegas suburbs we entered real bleakness. The area had sporadic streetlights and the occasional park or big store parking lot filled with trailers and cars forming a economic refugee camp. People with jobs lived in these places to be within walking distance of work. It was here that Adam started to look alive.

	“These are my people,” he said as we watched the scenery.

	“This is one of the most economically depressed parts of the country,” Manny said.

	“Exactly. Living in their cars. I know just how they feel.”

	We came up to a stoplight on a major thoroughfare. What felt like the only other car on the road came screeching to a stop behind the bus. We became aware of it when it started honking, then pulled around to the side. All of us scrambled to that window for a look.

	It was a pickup truck, with the back overloaded with what, at first, I took to be the Village People. They wore a haphazard collection of costumes, dressed like clowns or police officers or soldiers or generic Halloween monsters. On closer inspection I realized none of them were dressed as any one thing. They each wore different pieces from different costumes without any pattern or sense. Many of those in the bed of the pickup were standing. They posed as they came up alongside us, gesturing and gesticulating. I was uncertain if it was a dance in time with the blaring music they were playing, audible in the campaign bus as just a thumping beat, or if they were issuing some kind of challenge. Some of them held handguns or long knives that I could not discern as real or part of the costumes. Then the truck peeled out, ran the red light, and tore away down the road.

	“The fuck was that?” Adam asked.

	“Those would be the Jumpys,” Manny said.

	“The what?”

	“They’re a street gang.”

	“What? Like, the Bloods or Crypts?”

	“Yeah, from what I’ve heard.”

	“But what is their deal?”

	Manny just shrugged. “Oh, the usual, violence, extortion.”

	“Why do they dress like that?” I asked.

	“Drugs, probably.”

	“Meth?”

	“Ooo, no. Well, they might sell meth, but the kids these days are all about the new psychotropic, artificial, synthetic stuff.”

	“How do you know this Manny?” the doctor asked him.

	“I might have some relatives in California I talk to.”

	“How do they know?” I asked.

	“These guys have been in the news a lot out here, doing random crazy stuff.”

	“Violent?”

	“Not so much,” Manny shrugged. “More just random vandalism.”

	“Why are they called Jumpys?”

	“Damned if I know.”

	The stump speech Adam gave the next day turned out to be at one of these refugee camps in the parking lot of an abandoned Walmart. He was speaking to people who had either lost their homes or abandoned them because the commute was too far. Dr. Graham told him to emphasize his ‘energy security’ points.

	“Energy is the key. A growing economy requires energy, a growing standard of living requires energy, and the cheaper the energy the more it can grow and raise everybody up. Cheap energy is good not just for the wealthy and not just for all Americans but for the whole world, everybody who wants to rise out of poverty. That’s why I support a plan to expand energy production in any and all ways possible. That’s also why we need to reject the latest United Nations resolution calling for reduced carbon emissions. The last thing we need is to artificially inflate the price of energy for no good reason. I believe that, if the UN really does go ahead and make this some kind of enforceable resolution, then all it will accomplish is proving to everybody the complete irrelevance of the United Nations in our era.”

	Our real reason for being in Nevada was so Adam could make an appearance on his favorite talk radio show for an extended introduction with his running mate. Greg Smith was not a very inspired choice, but as the former House Ways and Means chairman he added a certain stature to the ticket, and in any event he was no more bland than the charmless Senator Francis “Frank” Popovich (R-OH) or the humorless Senator Tad Green (D-NC). During the official announcement of Greg Smith as the VP candidate in Denver the week before they made the comment that the four major party candidates had a combined age greater than that of the United States. “That’s not true,” Adam said to me later on, “but it should be.”

	The radio show itself, based in the wastelands of Northern Las Vegas, was called ‘The Darkest Hour with Derrick Holcomb.’ Derrick had hosted Adam many times during his early tea party years, in between segments on Washington Democrats conspiring to control the nation by training and supporting ‘urban youth’ paramilitary units, and guests who claimed to have evidence the government had developed zero-point energy generators, presumably from crashed alien ships, that were being withheld because of money from Big Oil.

	“I understand,” Holcomb said on-air, “that you’ve been shut out of the debates, even though you’re getting more than fifteen percent in national polls.”

	“The debate committee gave in to pressure from the RNC and DNC,” Greg Smith said. “The major parties want to pretend we don’t exist. They threatened to pull out and organize a debate on their own that excluded us, so the committee gave it to that pressure and changed their own rules in the middle of the game.”

	“They’re afraid of us,” Adam said. “Senator Nelson refuses to be on the same stage, and General McHenry doesn’t want to have any debates at all. They know they’ll lose. They know how bad their candidates will look next to me.”

	“This is a classic case of the election rigging we’ve been seeing for years now,” Holcomb said. “The big parties and their elite backers stealing the election through fraudulent voting, just like they did for Obama. We’ve talked before on this program. I’ve talked with you before, about the long term U.N. plan to force a socialist revolution on this country through a rigged election, and how they would choose a time like this, a time of economic crisis, as the moment to strike, when people are vulnerable and looking for answers.”

	“Well we’ll be getting the last laugh,” Adam said. “I’ll be right outside the debate hall in downtown Los Angeles. We’ll be out there making sure the voices of all the real Americans who are sick of the geriatric parties get heard. We’ll see who gets more views.”

	“Why don’t we take a few calls. Let’ see, St. Louis. St. Louis, you’re on the air.”

	“Yeah, hi, I’ve a question for the tea party guy, Adam Hanson.”

	“Yeah, go ahead.”

	“Yeah, so I have a question about what you were saying earlier, about how the Republican Party has problems with racism. But isn’t wanting to deport all the illegal immigrants just because they’re Mexicans just racism on your part and . . .”

	“Whoa, whoa,” Derrick said. “I’m cutting you off right there. Sorry about that, we usually screen these calls better.”

	“No, no,” Adam said. “That’s a good question, let me answer it. Okay, look, it’s not racist, because it’s not about Mexicans or Hispanics. You think if it were ten million illegal Canadian immigrants in this country I would be like ‘oh well, who cares?’ Of course not! The problem is not the Mexican part and it’s not the immigrant part, it’s the illegal part. Amnesty or any sort of, of a path to citizenship, that’s just, it’s rewarding people for breaking the law. It’s, you know what it is? It’s like, you hear about these cases where some burglar breaks into somebody’s house, right, and while he’s stealing stuff he does something stupid, falls off a ladder or whatever, and then he turns around and sues the homeowner. Sues the people he was robbing! And wins! These burglars have won settlements in these sorts of cases. In what world, in what fu-, messed up universe does anybody consider that justice?!

	“That’s what’s going on here. Some people break the law and they benefit from it. Where’s the justice? Where’s the fairness in that? That’s what gets me angry and it’s what should get everybody angry. I know, except for maybe a few soulless lawyers and psychopaths out there, that everybody thinks it’s an outrage for burglars to sue the people they tried to rob and win, and that’s the same anger you should have for people who cheat the immigration system and get rewarded for it.”

	“That’s a very good analogy and I’m glad you brought it up,” Holcomb said. “Liberals always want to shut down any argument by playing the race card, but clearly, and I agree fully with what you said, this is a law and order issue not a race issue. Earlier you also mentioned the practicalities of dealing with illegal immigration as well.”

	Adam was talking even faster now. “Yes, that’s because some people, like your last caller there I’m sure, they try to argue that we can’t deport all the illegal immigrants because there are too many of them. But if there were ten million of, you know, whatever other criminal, ten million arsonists running free in this country, would we just say, ‘oh well, that’s too many to arrest, so I guess we can’t try, we’ll just make arson legal now?’ That’s stupid. These people are criminals, and no, I don’t mean every Mexican is a drug dealer. This isn’t some racist thing. If you come to the country illegally that, by definition, means you’ve broken the law. You are a criminal. If we’re not locking up criminals we’re at least charging them fines, putting them on parole, making them do community service, something, we’re definitely not just letting them keep whatever they stole. That’s how we need to approach this. If we truly can’t deport them all, and that sounds like just defeatism to me, but if we can’t then we need to be putting them to work, putting them on parole, whatever, and we need to be limiting their rights. I have no issue saying they should lose some of their rights because by definition, these people are criminals, and criminals do not get the same rights as ordinary people. They should not be benefitting from our welfare system, from social security, they should have limits on where they can go, who they can talk to, they should not be voting or getting free public education, they should be paying a penalty for having broken the law. And you know what, I’m fine even with making it easier for people to come here legally. I’ve got no issue with immigrants. It’s the criminal part that pisses me off!”

	 

	So Los Angeles, a city I lived in prior to the oil spike, had changed dramatically since then. The reduced freeway traffic, the decaying roads and dead stop lights, the unseasonable rains, made it seem not so much a ghost town as a city possessed by some malevolent spirit and in need of an exorcism. Perhaps the previous four years in straight-laced DC had biased my perception, but everyone I saw there just seemed weird.

	I learned that the Jumpys were not a street gang the way I thought of one, not a group of kids forming tribes just to engage in some tribal warfare. It was more like a combination of an organized crime syndicate, a shady loan outfit, and a cult. They had a headquarters building and tax exempt status and a website. News stream reports indicated they were involved in drugs primarily, with protection rackets and arms dealing on the side. They were also not the only such group active in the state.

	On the night of the first presidential debate, held at a downtown convention center, I found myself at the Nationalist protest that filled the parking lot and jammed several surrounding streets. From the campaign bus parked near the stage I looked out on a sea of Gadsden flags and party flags and homemade banners. People congregated around various giant projector screens set up around the convention center and at nearby intersections.

	Among the crowd I also saw clusters of people dressed in shiny, metallic, almost mirror-reflective clothes, whom I recognized now as ‘the Gooders’ a rival organization to the Jumpys that I had just read about online. They had some elaborate belief system involving the second coming of Christ in robot form and perceiving angels and demons through mind-altering drugs. It turns out they were also big supporters of Adam. Another such group, calling themselves ‘the Lost Children’ also showed up for this rally in big numbers. They dressed themselves in torn, stained suits or evening gowns with mussed hair and smeared makeup. It made me wonder if they were going for a zombie aesthetic. I had no idea what their story or agenda was, though they carried signs decrying ‘amnesty,’ often misspelled.

	The mayor of Los Angeles, a thick former hometown hockey star and admirer of Adam, joined us outside for the festivities that evening. Mayor Saffron was the reason our campaign had managed to be here, the mayor overruling his own police chief and fire marshal in allowing the gathering to go ahead.

	I ran into the mayor and Adam, among other advisors and staffers, outside the campaign bus, having just come from my hotel and fought my way through the crowd. I also saw Joaquin Ruben, the informal advisor to the McHenry campaign, heading off toward the convention center. As I came up to Manny I gestured after Ruben with a questioning look.

	“Oh, him? They had another proposal for us.”

	“What now?” I asked.

	“Well . . .”

	“They want us to drop out of the race,” Rudy said. “In exchange he promised Adam a cabinet position.”

	“What did you tell him?”

	“Adam played hardball.” It was obvious Rudy was relishing this. “He got ‘em to agree to several cabinet posts, including Adam as Secretary of Defense. Plus he agreed to endorse passing the liberty amendments.”

	“Okay, so we’re clear,” Dr. Graham said, “he didn’t agree to any of that. He said he’d take the offer to General McHenry.”

	“Still,” I said, “it sounds like a pretty good offer.”

	“No,” Adam said, as brooding as Rudy was excited. “Even if the Old Soldier agrees, all we have is a promise of some future consideration in exchange for our surrender.”

	“If they’ll agree I think you should take that deal,” I said. “I don’t think we’re gonna get anything better.”

	Adam remained silent, staring into the distance, then without another word headed off toward the makeshift stage, his entourage scrambling behind.

	The sun had just set by the time Adam quieted the crowd and launched into his opening speech. He described the attempts by the powers-that-be to shut down this event, including pressure from LAPD, no doubt at the behest of the liberal California governor’s office. In truth, the police wanted to make sure none of Adam’s followers brought firearms into the no-gun zone downtown, an ordinance that was being violated with impunity throughout the crowd.

	At last the debate itself got underway. As the news streams cut to opening debate graphics, Adam concluded a comment about the value-added tax and then said, “let’s take a listen. Remember, they know we’re out here. Let’s see how long they can go without calling us names.”

	With Adam no longer speaking a quiet fell across the crowd. From the perch I had found atop the campaign bus I turned and peered across the darkened mass of people lit by the glow of the giant screens. On these there was a picture-in-picture that showed Adam at the podium and the news stream feed of the debate.

	Senator Nelson started right off with the name calling, using his opening remarks to condemn the ‘violent protest’ taking place outside. These, he said, included protestors brandishing firearms and firing them into the air, in violation of city law and requests from police to keep guns away from the rally.

	As he spoke jeers erupted from the crowd, like a rising growl from some awakening beast. Adam held up a hand and the whole crowd fell silent and remained so, in an almost foreboding sense, through the entire minute speech Senator Nelson gave about a carbon tax, a living wage, and universal Medicare.

	When it was General McHenry’s turn the Old Soldier already looked flustered. He started by saying he had always condemned the extremism of the National Party, no more so than tonight, even if he had not heard about the violence at the rally and despite the good senator’s implication that he was somehow also responsible.

	Senator Nelson interrupted by blurting out “I never said that,” which only made the General more angry and flustered. He accused Nelson of a transparent attempt to link him to Adam Hanson and his childish temper-tantrum of a campaign and of avoiding the real issues. It was obvious he was off his planned opening remarks. Senator Nelson interrupted again to say he spent most of his remarks talking about the exact issues he stood for and that the Republicans were once again avoiding any discussion thereof.

	The moderator eventually restored order. As the screens flipped back to him Adam let his head flop toward the crowd with a sardonic look. The flash in his eyes alone was enough to create some preemptive half-cheers, like a giant drawing in a deep breath.

	“Clearly,” Adam said, “we are the violent and childish ones.”

	He need not have said anything, that first look was enough. But the line sent the crowd over the top.

	For the rest of the debate Adam spoke at length over the two candidates on screen, and the few times he broke to listen to them they were drowned out by the crowd, which did not stop cheering and applauding for the entire performance. Adam dismantled, in his practiced way, every point Senator Nelson presented, while dismissing the General as someone who did nothing but attack his opponent without presenting alternatives of his own. The senator, in Adam’s explicit terms, was a dragon that must be slain, but a knight such as himself was needed, not an old soldier charging windmills.

	It was past midnight by the time I wended through the dispersing crowd back to my hotel room. I called my wife to check in, and she told me she had watched the whole rally online. 

	“I can see why Adam’s so popular,” Holly said.

	“He certainly helped his cause tonight.”

	“Why do you think he’s not doing better?”

	“People think he’s an extremist. They think he hates immigrants and Muslims and all that.”

	“Right, but what’s the real reason. What makes people think he’s so extreme? He didn’t say anything extreme that I heard tonight.”

	“Honestly?” I sighed. “It’s money. His opponents have way more of it.”

	“So even though he isn’t an extremist . . .”

	“People think he’s whatever he is in the ads. As much as we like to pretend otherwise, that has a bigger effect than anything.”

	When I got up the next morning, rather than the debate or the rally, the big news was a leaked story about the request for Adam to drop out and endorse McHenry. I do not know what got conveyed to the General that night, but on the news stream the focus was the mercenary price Adam would extract for his support. Dozens of bulletins, all of them sourcing each other, said Adam would lend his organizational support to the McHenry campaign in exchange for naming the entire cabinet and being given explicit power to set the new administration’s agenda. One article even went as far as to say Adam had demanded live-in quarters within the White House.

	That first day the response was outrage. By the time of the Sunday morning news shows it had turned into ridicule. Pundits rhetorically asked why Adam thought he had so much power to make these demands. General McHenry showed up to ice the whole notion. Holly and I sat eating breakfast and watching as the Old Soldier declared that nobody from his campaign had made any offers to Adam (such is the beauty of informal advisors) and that even if they had he would never accede to such ridiculous demands. When pressed he went on to say again that Adam and his violent National Party would have no place in a McHenry administration.

	 

	



	

Chapter 3

	 

	A MORE PERFECT UNION

	 

	It was a long and thankless slog to the end of election season. After the collapse of the McHenry deal, Adam became despondent, just going through the motions. The other candidates always looked old and exhausted.

	On the Sunday before the election, my wife dragged me to church, then drove me straight to the airport. I found the prevailing mood everywhere I went was somber. Most people were cynical about the whole process and the ability of any of the politicians to do anything about the bleak world we lived in, and this was translating into projections of record low turnout. This had me anxious, since low turnout hurt my model’s precision.

	I found Adam in the Eyrie’s big downstairs conference room. He rose and grabbed my hand. “Thank you, Sam. Thank you for seeing this through to the end with me. Most people would have quit when they stopped getting paid.”

	“I’ve worked for less well-funded start-ups before, I know how it goes. Really, you should have gotten rid of me a few months ago. You don’t need a complex model to see what the results will be at this point.”

	“I never just get rid of loyal people, Sam, and when the chips are down I always remember who my real friends are.”

	Election night found the whole party leadership scattered across the furniture of the Eyrie’s front room, watching returns on the movie quality big screen.

	Each time a state was called there was a general chorus of ‘boos,’ as if we should have expected anything different. Florida went to General McHenry. Ohio was yet to be called.

	There was at last a chorus of cheers when Texas was called for Hanson. Colorado remained too close to call. The networks filled some time talking about the history, trumpeting the fact that this was the first time in sixty years, since the candidacy of segregationist George Wallace, that a third party presidential candidate had carried a state. This segued into a discussion of similarities between Wallace and Hanson, in particular their rejection of federal power and appeals to populism.

	One by one, the loyalists dropped off, retiring to the guest rooms or just falling asleep where they sat. Adam’s wife excused herself and went upstairs just after midnight. Then it was just Adam and myself, with an unconscious Bob sitting next to me on the long couch.

	“Our vote total is higher than I thought,” Adam said. On the screen they were showing a graphic listing the many millions of votes each candidate got.

	“Sir, why do you keep focusing on that?” I asked. “Is my explanation of how it doesn’t matter somehow not clear?”

	“You don’t get it, Sam.” Picking up the remote Adam paused on the graphic. “Look at those numbers. Yes, General McHenry got forty-two million votes. But how many of those people voted for McHenry, and how many just voted for the Republican, regardless of who it was? How many voted against Senator Nelson? How many voted against the Democrats? Nelson got forty-five million votes. How many voted for him, and how many registered as Democrats twenty years ago when they went to vote for Barack Obama and have just been voting for every Democrat since?”

	Adam was waving the remote at the screen as he spoke. “Major party candidates default into tens of millions of votes. But look at me there, yeah, only twenty-four million votes. But that’s twenty-four millions votes I earned. Those people thought about their vote, they made the conscious choice to bypass the default candidates and pick me. I got twenty-four million people to vote for me. Not for the party, not for the memory of my predecessors, not against my default opponent. Do you think those guys up there could claim to have that many voters that were actually voting for their candidacy?”

	I blinked a few times in surprise. “I didn’t realize you put so much stake on a moral victory.”

	“If a victory isn’t moral than what good is it?”

	I turned to look at my notebook screen, sitting in my lap. “It looks like if the Republicans had nominated you, you would have won. I bet they’re kicking themselves now.”

	“God has a plan, Sam. I wouldn’t have wanted to win that way. Things worked out exactly the way they had to.”

	He unpaused the stream and skipped it forward to real-time. The shot shifted to some talking head standing in front of a ubiquitous colored map of the United States. I had been staring at such maps for so long that night, and for so many months before, that I immediately picked up on the change. It was all colored in, including Ohio, now showing in red.

	A second later I noticed what the talking head was saying. “We have enough returns now the newsroom feels comfortable officially calling Ohio. Once again, we are officially calling Ohio for General McHenry.”

	“Didn’t you say Ohio was going to go for Senator Nelson?” Adam asked.

	“I did. That’s two states I got wrong, in total.”

	“I thought you were an expert at this, Sam.”

	“Well, sir, recall the predictions were at a ninety-five percent confidence, which is nineteen out of twenty. With fifty states you would expect two or three to be wrong.”

	“So even when you’re wrong you’re right?”

	I stammered in reply. “I, uh, it validates the model, is all.”

	He turned back to the TV. “This is that scenario you were talking about earlier, isn’t it?”

	“Yes it is.”

	On television the main newsdesk anchor was getting into the implications. “So Senator Nelson will come up seven votes shy of two-hundred seventy.” Here I could see the glee in the anchor’s eyes as he got to once more invoke history. “What this means for America is that, since no candidate won the electoral college, what it means is that for the first time since the corrupt bargain that decided the election of eighteen twenty-four, the presidency will be determined by the House of Representatives.”

	“We should get some sleep,” Adam said. “This campaign isn’t over yet.”

	 

	The next morning, Adam sat in the miniature downstairs studio, doing live-feed interviews with a smug look on his face. Next door in the conference room, I found myself explaining the outcome to the rest of the party leadership.

	“Because nobody won the electoral college,” I said, “the election is decided in Congress. Congress, I should note, meaning the Congress that just got elected, which is important.”

	“So what happens there?” Dr. Graham said.

	“Well, let’s start with the vice president, which is the easy part. The vice president gets elected by the Senate, in a direct vote. They get to pick from the top five vice presidential vote getters, which you will note means the top five vote getters in the Electoral College. Since only three candidates won Electoral College votes that’s who the Senate has to choose from.

	“Now, it looks like Senator Rose will be joining the National Party when the new session starts, but even if you don’t count him, there are fifty Republicans in the senate. Plus, as I understand it, Senator Popovich is well-liked, so we can expect him to take the vice presidency.”

	“For the president, it’s more complicated.” I gestured to the graphic on my laptop, which was also up on the screen. “As you can see, with yesterday’s election, there are two-hundred and one Democrats in the house, versus one-hundred and ninety-five Republicans, thirty-seven Nationalists, and two seats yet to be decided, probably headed for runoff elections. Those seats won’t matter for our purposes because,” I flipped to the next slide, “the presidency is not decided by a direct vote in the house, but by a vote per state. So each state delegation gets together, holds a vote, and the winner there takes the single vote for that state. The first candidate to win twenty-six states is president.”

	I was, at this point, reading from one of my own pre-election reports. I looked up at the attentive faces and wondered if anybody had ever even glanced at my findings. “So, if you look at the state breakdown, after this election, there are nineteen states whose delegations are a majority Republican, and presumably will vote for McHenry. Twenty states are majority Democrat in their congressional delegation and will vote for Nelson. One state, Wisconsin, is tied. They may not end up casting a vote. One state, Wyoming, is one of those states with only one congressional seat, and it so happens we won there yesterday, so that’s one state voting for Hanson. The remaining nine states all have delegations split between the three parties with nobody holding an absolute majority.”

	“So it’s deadlocked,” Rudy said. “What happens if they can’t decide?”

	“I believe,” Michael Franks spoke up at this point, “the House has until March tenth to decide. After that, if the office of the president is still vacant then presidential succession rules apply. Senator Popovich would become president and select a new vice president.”

	“We shouldn’t look at this as a matter of being deadlocked,” Dr. Graham said. “It’s a matter of being kingmakers.”

	“McHenry didn’t want to cut a deal before,” Rudy said with undisguised mirth, “but now he doesn’t have a choice.”

	“What if they call our bluff?” Erica asked. “All we can do is refuse to vote for either side. If they just wait us out Franklyn Popovich becomes president.”

	“The Old Soldier won’t want to wait us out. He doesn’t become president if that happens.”

	“If McHenry won’t make a deal,” Manny said, “then we can go to Senator Nelson. If we get the postings we want, who cares who we’re working with?”

	“All of this also assumes Bob can keep the House caucus in order,” Franks said.

	“I don’t know that ‘Bob’ can, but Adam will. He campaigned for all these guys, he got them elected, they’re not gonna screw him now.”

	A further thought from our lawyer was interrupted by Adam entering the room. “Everyone grab your stuff. We’re flying back to D.C. this afternoon.” His infectious smile broadened as he surveyed the room. “We’ve got a meeting tonight with General McHenry. They’re anxious to cut a deal.”

	 

	The Hyatt-Regency in Alexandria, Virginia was now the defacto headquarters for the McHenry campaign. Overnight they had uprooted from Tampa, the General’s home city, and swarmed to Washington for the next stage of this interminable race.

	It was after dark when we arrived, coming straight from the airport. The Minute Men had already organized a pro-Hanson demonstration outside the hotel. A picket-line spilled out from the parking lot into the street, blocking traffic. The crowd had to part to let in Adam’s motorcade.

	The Nationalist staff walked into the hotel lobby like commandos in enemy territory. Adam was on point, his coat wrapped close around him, tall and unafraid. The rest of us scuttled behind, eyeing about, bracing for anything.

	At once we were assaulted by camera crews from one direction and an aide to the McHenry campaign from another. The aide hustled us away to a second floor conference room, cameras and reporters in our wake.

	Our Republican counterparts were already there. The room had two curved tables, each set up so that everybody sat on one side and faced the other table, with a circular no-man’s land in between the two. The General sat in the middle of his sprawling entourage. We arranged ourselves to mirror the Republicans at the other table.

	On one side of the General sat his son and campaign manager, Zachary Michael McHenry, one of those people who always insisted upon using three names. On the other side was Arnold Marshal, the chief of staff come over from Browning. I recognized several other Browning people as well. For a brief moment I was struck, and surprised, by an enraged jealousy bubbling up. Why had so many of Browning’s people ended up on a real campaign while I got exiled to the freak show?

	Then the conference started, and I was filled with a certain glee at being where I was.

	“What is that sound I hear?” the General asked.

	“I don’t hear anything,” his son said.

	“It sounds like voices, like chanting. I think they’re saying ‘Wake up.’”

	“It’s probably the crowd outside,” Dr. Graham volunteered. “They’re chanting ‘Wake up America.” This was the latest in a series of campaign slogans Adam had used.

	“Adjust your hearing aid dad,” Zachary Michael McHenry said.

	While the General fiddled with the hearing aid controls on his mobile I watched dismayed looks pass across that side of the conference. This was not the show of strength they wanted to open this negotiation.

	“I think,” Marshal said before the General was quite finished, “I think we all know why we’re here. The Electoral College is deadlocked. Mr. Chairman.” Like so many he continued to call Adam ‘Mr. Chairman’ even though Adam had resigned the post to run for office. “In exchange for releasing your electors to vote for McHenry, we are prepared to offer the cabinet posts you requested of Mr. Ruben last September.” He gestured to where Joaquin Ruben sat further down the table.

	“Exactly what posts would those be?” Manny asked.

	“Defense for Mr. Hanson himself,” Zachary Michael McHenry said. “Plus Nationalists at the five others, Transportation, Interior . . .”

	“Twice now,” Adam interrupted. “I have been made offers by your campaign, only to be immediately burned in the media. What assurance do I have that won’t happen again?”

	“You have mine,” General McHenry said. His jowls flopped, loose and sad looking. “Corporal Hanson, please, as one soldier to another, I need your help. Not just to become president but to do anything in office. I cannot proceed without Nationalist support.”

	“You needed my help before, that didn’t stop you from burning me.”

	“Those incidents were the result of unfortunate leaks to the media. Our campaigns could not appear too closely linked or I would be painted as an extremist. You of all people should know the problem of being crucified in the media.”

	“How has any of that changed?” Rudy asked.

	“Everybody knows a deal has to made now,” Marshal said. “One way or another.”

	“If we take heat for it we take heat for it,” Zachary Michael McHenry said. “We don’t have any other choice.”

	Marshal nodded as he continued. “There’s always been more agreement than not between our policy positions. Political realities are the only thing that has kept us apart until now.”

	Adam sat there for a moment, arms folded, surveying the other half of the room. He let the silence drag a little before leaning forward. “Well, the offer you mentioned from Mr. Ruben is two months old, and as you’ve said the situation now is different. It’s in all of America’s interest that a viable third party continue into the future, and for that to be the case I must have a higher leadership position. If you want my support I will have to be vice president.”

	“The vice president spot is already taken,” McHenry blurted, and eyes shifted toward Senator Popovich, who with some of his own people held the Republican’s left flank.

	“Further,” Adam said, “in addition to the cabinet posts discussed earlier I want my own people in charge of the Department of Homeland Security and the Environmental Protection Agency.”

	Furtive glances darted all about among the McHenry camp. “Even if I agree to this,” the General said, “we cannot get you elected vice president now.”

	“I know, and I’m also still leery of being betrayed again. Which is why I will not be releasing any of my electors. They will all vote as the people voted; anything less would be un-American. This election will be decided in the Congress. Senator Popovich will be elected vice president, at which point he will resign as an act of good faith. After that the coalition of Nationalists and Republicans will elect you, sir, as president, and then I will be chosen to replace the senator as vice president.”

	“I . . . Mr. Chariman,” McHenry looked befuddled. “I appreciate what you’ve done, what you stand for. Without your movement the Browning administration might have destroyed conservatism in this country for a generation. I want you and your people as part of my administration. But this plan, the vice presidency, it’s too much.”

	“We can give you everything else,” Marshal said, “including one of the top cabinet posts for yourself, Mr. Chairman, but the vice presidency is too high profile, it’s too . . .”

	Adam blinked a few times, then sat up straight. “It’s too what? Too likely to embarrass you? Too likely I might end up as president?”

	Nobody on the other side responded to this.

	“You’re afraid of me?” His voice was incredulous, the stare from his eyes a death ray. “General, sir, you . . . you seem to have this opinion that I’m some kind of violent maniac. I’ve done nothing this campaign to make anybody think that.”

	“It’s not this campaign we are thinking of . . .”

	“The tea party of twenty-twelve is gone. It fractured and all the pieces died or were consumed by the Republican establishment long ago. This, the National Party, this is my redemption. Could there be anything more American than that?”

	“Please, Mr. Chairman, in the name of honor and commitment, I ask you reconsider our offer. For the sake of the country.”

	They went back and forth like this for an hour. McHenry’s people put all sorts of things on the table, including other cabinet posts, unofficial posts, federal judgeships, legislative priorities. At one point Adam had an offer that included putting his people in charge of fifteen different federal departments or agencies, including a couple that had set terms and would require people being forced out prematurely, as well as first-refusal on all federal judge appointments that should come up, and a commitment to pursue a balanced budget amendment in the first hundred days of office. He turned it all down, insisting upon the vice-presidency for himself.

	With nothing decided, the meeting dissolved in acrimony. “If you are scared of me becoming president,” Adam said, “then you are scared of me holding real power. It is obvious the real agenda here is to placate me, get my backing, then freeze me out. I will not rubber stamp a McHenry presidency in exchange for promises of future influence!”

	He was already on his feet and now turned and stormed out of the room, the rest of us pulled behind as if by a sudden loss of air pressure.

	Emerging from the elevators into the lobby we were spotted by reporters who swarmed our way. Dr. Graham and some of his aides were already forming a phalanx to get us to the exit. Before we could move, from out of the stairwell, burst Joaquin Ruben.

	“Mr. Chairman. Mr. Chairman.” Adam stopped while the ‘informal advisor’ came up beside him, leaned in, and whispered in his ear. Adam’s eyes went wide as he nodded.

	“Okay,” he said, then grabbed Ruben’s hand in his. “Thank you. I won’t forget this.”

	We rushed out of the hotel and back into our motorcade, running a gauntlet of reporters and Hanson supporters who remained outside despite the cold. I found myself thrust into the limousine with Adam and Manny.

	“Get us to headquarters,” Adam said as his aide punched directions into the automatic driving system.

	“What’s going on?” I asked.

	“They’re trying to go behind our backs. Apparently Senator Popovich and some other of Browning’s people have spent the whole day talking with our electors. They’re trying to make a deal to steal the election!”

	“Steal the election,” Rudy said. “How?”

	“They could get our electors to defect,” Manny said, seeming to realize even as he explained. “Most of them are former Republicans. If they made them an offer they could get them to cast their votes for McHenry.”

	“They can do that?”

	“Electors are only bound to vote for a candidate by tradition. Depending on the state.” 

	It was a short drive across the river to National Party headquarters, all of which Adam and Manny spent on their mobiles, making quick calls to party branch offices and backers. As we rushed up the stairs to the third floor, huffing and wheezing to keep up with Adam, he maintained a continuous stream of commentary and directions.

	“Rudy, I need names and info for all our electors, every one. Get a conference line set up in here. Mike, Sam, I want you guys on the line with me.”

	Franks, the lawyer, smirked. “Me?”

	“Yes you. I need people who can clearly explain what’s at stake.”

	Of course, neither Franks nor myself ended up doing much talking, nor did Erica, though she placed the calls and introduced Adam because she knew all the electors personally.

	I sat there, in the juice bar with computers and a telecon speaker arrayed around our table, listening to Adam give pep talks to these minor party officials and local politicians. Rudy had files on all of them, but all Adam needed was a name and he could talk at length about each of them and their concerns. He explained the need for party unity, the need to see this through, telling them that, whatever McHenry’s people might have promised them for their vote, they would get so much more if they stuck with him a little longer. He was fiery and passionate and persuasive and took plenty of time with each call, answering questions or chatting as the elector on the other end was wont.

	As the night stretched on, I experienced a slow dawning epiphany. After everything that had happened, Adam, through luck and moxie, serendipity and ballsiness, had reduced the race to a manageable size. Whether it was fifty electors or thirty newly elected members of Congress, there was now few enough people voting that Adam really could talk to every last one of them. From here on out he would be guaranteed every vote.

	 

	It was a sweet irony, now that the election was over and Adam had finished third, that his chances of becoming president were better then ever. Of course the better one’s chances the better one’s fund raising. Every big name Republican donor wanted to hedge their bets on the kingmaker.

	A few days after Christmas, Adam returned to Washington with his wife, ready to celebrate our rising fortunes. On New Year’s Eve we arranged a couples’ night that headed out to a dinner-theater, those being the only kind of movie theaters left open nowadays. Besides Holly and myself, there was Rudy and his wife Nina, Derrick Holcomb, the radio personality, and his striking wife Helen, and of course Adam and his wife, Eve Hanson.

	“Wait a second,” Holly said upon meeting the couple. “You two are Adam and Eve?”

	The tall, dark blonde women wore a ridiculous grin. “Yip.”

	“You never told me that,” Holly said to me.

	“I feel like it’s been mentioned in the news dozens of times.”

	She paused in thought. “No, there’s no way I would not have noticed that.”

	“Well, now you know.”

	Holly turned back to the couple, both with big smiles. “You guys must get this a lot.” Eve nodded. “What’s the best comment you’ve gotten on your names?”

	“The best comment? Oh.” Eve looked away, scrunching up her mouth in thought.

	“Sam had a good one when he first met Eve,” Adam said.

	“What was that?” His wife turned to him.

	“About the apples.”

	She continued to think. “Oh, oh yeah. When I first met Sam it was at the cafeteria at headquarters. He said, um, how did it go? He said, have you tried the apples here? They’re delicious. You should get your husband to try them too. He said, oh, how did he put it? He said they’re enlighteningly good.”

	Everybody laughed. “I had no idea what he was talking about at first. Adam had to point out what he meant.”

	More laughter. “You never told me this story,” Holly said to me again.

	“It seems an awfully dull man who goes around recounting his failed attempts at wit.”

	“Pff.”

	“I found it fitting that the Adder played the role of the snake,” Adam said.

	They seated us in the theater, served dinner, showed the movie, then came around offering dessert. It made for a good business model, I thought. As we had carrot cake and coffee Adam expounded on the weaknesses of the movie, one of those in a recent trend of stories overloaded with premises. It featured an alternate fantasy history in which the Germans tried to win the Second World War using some occultic ritual that instead brought about Ragnarok. The story itself took place in a post-apocalyptic 1950's in which Americans, with their steam-work robotics, atomic power, and superhero creating mutagenic chemicals attempt to rebuild and battle off the Soviet Union’s psionic commandos and undead army, raised by German necromancers from all of the war dead.

	As dessert was being cleared away the maitre’d came over, leaned down, and whispered something in Adam’s ear. He nodded without looking concerned, then stood up. “Sam, could you join me for a second?”

	Perplexed, I followed Adam out of the theater, trailed now by a Secret Service escort. This place had once been a simple movieplex, with stadium seating theaters that were now converted into dining halls. Down the main hall we slipped into another theater that had been converted into a series of small, private meeting rooms.

	Already seated around the table were Congressman Bob and Michael Franks. Standing on the other side, having just arrived themselves, were Senator Popovich, Arnold Marshal, Joaquin Ruben, and Zachary Michael McHenry. I smiled to myself. I had no idea I was headed to a clandestine meeting until I walked in.

	We all gathered around the table. “So you’re ready to make a deal?” Adam said.

	“My father is,” Zachard Michael McHenry said with a nod.

	“And it involves me getting the vice-presidency?”

	“If we say yes,” Marshal said, “and the president nominates you, but Congress won’t approve the nomination . . .”

	“They will approve it.”

	“And if they don’t?”

	“Then I want to name my replacement.”

	Marshal paused for a moment. “And who would that be?”

	“It’s an academic question. I will be approved by Congress.”

	“If you aren’t, would you accept Greg Smith instead?”

	Adam cast a baleful look around the room. “Is that your only condition?”

	“No,” Zachary Michael McHenry said. “If my father picks you as vice president then that’s it. No Nationalists are being picked for cabinet posts, no promises are being made about bills or agendas, no sitting in on high-level meetings. You’ll have the role of a pre-modern vice president.”

	“You propose to make me a figurehead?”

	“It’s a symbolic position no matter how you . . .”

	“Like hell! That defeats the whole point!”

	“This is our last offer . . .”

	“Then I’m afraid we don’t have a deal.” Rising to his feet, Adam turned to leave. Without much thought I moved to do the same.

	“Wait,” Marshal said. Adam stopped and turned back around. “We’ll give you the cabinet posts. The six you requested.”

	Adam sat back down, and I followed suit.

	“And I won’t be cut out of the loop?”

	“No, but I can’t guarantee how much the Old Soldier will actually listen to you.”

	“Understood.”

	They spoke a bit more about the timing of events and how to stage the announcements. When Zachary Michael and Marshall rose to leave, Adam got up and shook their hands.

	“If I might ask,” Franks now sat up in his seat. “Why the secrecy?”

	“We were worried about another leak to the press,” Ruben said.

	“If it’s a sincere offer what’s the risk?”

	“The risk is that this gets spun as the presidency being chosen in backroom deals.”

	I glanced around the room. “Isn’t that exactly what’s happening?”

	“I understand,” Franks ignored me, “but if it’s a sincere offer why would anyone in the McHenry camp leak the news? What would they gain from that?”

	“The campaign isn’t where the leak is. Those other deals were scuttled by the Republican National Committee.” This had everyone’s interest. Ruben glanced around and continued. “Cooper wants the nationalists locked out of government at all levels.”

	“Why?” Bob asked.

	Ruben could only shrug in reply.

	“Well, you have my support,” Popovich got up and walked around to Adam. “I never thought I was the right man for this job anyway. I’ll be more then happy to return to the Senate and let you deal with this mess.”

	Adam rose and shook hands with the senator. “Thank you. I won’t forget this.”

	“None of us will,” Popovich gripped Adam’s hand in both of his and held it for a second.

	“If we wish to maintain secrecy,” Franks said, “we should probably all get back to our respective dinners.”

	“I don’t know how we maintain secrecy even then,” I said. “This seems like a very public, open sort of place.”

	“Don’t worry,” Ruben said. “I know the manager. He’s got the whole thing handled.”

	We arrived back in our theater just as the others were starting to wonder. “It’s all good,” Adam said in reply to queries from Helen and Rudy. The theater screen was now displaying a live stream from Times Square to watch the ball drop, and the front of the theater was filling up with couples dancing.

	“Mark my words,” Adam said to Derrick and Helen. “This new year is going to belong to us.” He slapped a hand on Derrick’s shoulder. “I guarantee it.”

	 

	Through January a political and meteorological chill gripped Washington. The potential shift, or possible disintegration, of the Grand Old Party had not gone unnoticed by the pundits. The war between Adam and his conservative populists, on one hand, and the wider Republican establishment who detested him, was no longer in the shadows but on full display, with McHenry and his loyalists caught in the middle.

	The RNC, in a strange alliance with the Democrats, found themselves unable to sustain large crowds in the bitter cold. Not so for the Nationalists. Erica Roland, using the influx of funding Adam had secured since the election, bussed in Minute Men volunteers from throughout the country and flooded the entire city. Streets and even the Beltway became blocked with massive demonstrations. At one point Reagan Airport was closed while protesters were evicted from the green belts around the ends of the runways.

	By the time of the opening session of Congress, I had the results from a poll Dr. Graham commissioned that asked about every possible president/vice president combination that might result from the whole standoff. The unity ticket of McHenry and Hanson was supported by a bare majority of Americans, and over eighty-percent of Republicans.

	After the swearing-ins and opening announcements concluded, the Nationalists sided with the Republicans to return Michael Erickson to the speakership position he held when Republican’s last controlled the House. It did not go unnoted that this put him first in line to inherit the still empty position of president.

	An hour later the Senate voted, and as expected Senator Popovich was chosen as the vice-president. Just as this concluded the House held it’s own vote, which also went as expected. The House was deadlocked. Another vote was scheduled for the next day.

	Early the next morning, Holly dropped me off at National Party headquarters. On the way in, as the car drove, we were both absorbed on our respective notebooks. I noticed a headline as I checked my email about a Senator Popovich press conference, which had just concluded. I clicked on the video and watched as he announced he was resigning the vice presidency, saying he was not the right man for the job and that the new president, whomever he may be, should be free to pick his own vice president. He added that, if General McHenry became president, and still wanted him to serve, he would accept, but he felt he could serve the country better by remaining in the Senate and that, in the name of national unity, he thought it best if another presidential candidate took the spot.

	Like Popovich himself the statement was not grandiose but hit the right notes.

	“Did you see this?” Holly asked.

	“Yeah, Popovich just resigned.”

	“No, this.” She showed me her laptop screen. It displayed a news story posted within the last three minutes. The headline read ‘Secret Meeting to Determine Presidency.’ Below that it went into rather specific details of the New Year’s Eve meeting where Marshal and Zachary Michael McHenry acceded to Adam’s demands.

	“Oh boy.”

	Just then we pulled up to the headquarters building. “There is a bright side,” Holly said. “We got ourselves in the news.”

	I found the party leadership in the conference room, already reacting. They were on a teleconference with the McHenry people.

	“You have managed,” Adam said, “to fuck us again!”

	It took me a moment to recognize Arnold Marshal’s voice coming out of the frayed speakers. “This isn’t going to affect the vote.”

	“You say that as if you control how the vote goes.”

	“Well why should it? If you can deliver five more states McHenry becomes the president.”

	“That’s not the vote I’m worried about. What happens when I’m nominated?”

	There was a pause on the other end.

	“That’s what I thought. Fuck!”

	“I’m sure we can whip the votes in the House,” Marshal said.

	“Then I can die in a Senate filibuster. Fuck! You know, I’m inclined to maintain the deadlock. Let this grind out until March when fucking Erickson becomes president.”

	“We may have jumped the gun on that,” Franks, seated across from Adam, said. “With Popovich resigning it’s not clear if the Senate can vote again to replace him as vice president.”

	“Can they or can’t they?” Manny asked.

	“It’s not clear. The constitution doesn’t specify this exact situation.”

	“What?” Adam said. “Why the fuck wasn’t I told this before?”

	“It won’t matter,” Marshal said. “The Senate won’t hold such a vote unless you hold up confirming McHenry.”

	“Oh, so you’ve got me where you want me now. This was your whole fucking plan wasn’t it? Give me the nomination but screw me so hard I’ll never be confirmed.”

	“That is not . . .”

	“I don’t want any more shit from you guys! So help me God if you fuck me on this I will take you down with me. I will give the House to the Democrats if I have to. I can . . .”

	“Chairman Hanson!” The shout caused a weird reverberation in the old speakers. “Chairman, we are not your enemies. This leak came from the RNC. They are the problem.”

	“So how do we deal with them?”

	“Just keep your people in line. I’ll get our side in order.”

	“That’s not reassuring. How . . .”

	“Corporal.” The voice of McHenry himself on the line raised eyebrows around the room. “I’ve asked you before to help me, and I ask again. Deliver the vote in the House and you have my word I will hold up our end of the bargain.”

	After the conference broke up we all headed over to the juice bar.

	“What now?” Manny asked.

	“We’re committed,” Adam said. “Tell Geare to switch our votes to McHenry.”

	“We could still make good on our threat. Take our offer to the Democrats.”

	“No. Senator Nelson hates me. He’s even less likely to agree to the same bargain or hold up his end if he did. Let’s dance with the one that brought us.” By now we had arrived in the cafeteria. Adam began collecting breakfast. “If we are going down though,” he said to Dr. Graham, “let’s not do so quietly. I want to do some interviews after the vote today, make sure everyone knows the American people back a unity administration.”

	While they continued to speak I wandered over to the big screen set up along one wall with the volume turned down. On it, Tim Cooper, chairman of the Republic National Committee, was giving an interview.

	“A bait-and-switch is being pulled on the American people. They did not vote for the National Party, they did not vote for Adam Hanson as president, but that is what they are getting. A backroom deal is about to put a maniac one heartbeat away from the presidency.”

	“Why would he say that?” Rudy, having wandered up next to me, said. “You would think he would want our support to elect his guy president.”

	By now, several others had joined us. It was Manny that provided the answer. “Because he’s read the writing on the wall. Long term the US political system can only hold two parties. This election was a changing of the guard. Once we’re in power we’re going to suck up the entire Republican base. Give us the presidency and by the next election cycle the Republicans will have ceased to exist.”

	 

	Inauguration Day, the twentieth, fell on a Saturday. The Nationalist crowd cheered throughout McHenry’s taking of the oath. His inauguration speech was short, both because of the cold and, I think, because he felt intimidated by the crowd. He made no calls for unity or reconciliation, instead stating his intent to attack the problems the country faced. His speech concluded with the announcement that he would be nominating Adam Hanson to fill the vice presidency. It almost started a riot.

	From the other end of the mall Adam himself addressed the crowd a few hours later, as the sun set. He said the battle was not yet won, that the sclerotic forces of the country would attempt to hold up his nomination in Congress. He called on everyone to persevere, saying that, ‘Thy Republic Come is almost at hand.’

	I remained in the city that night, at the Ritz-Carlton with Adam and other out-of-town party officials. On Sunday, we returned to party headquarters and gave several news stream interviews. I even got to do one, only my second TV interview ever, in which I talked about the polls that showed McHenry/Hanson as America’s preferred outcome of this whole mess. “Had the Old Soldier selected Mr. Hanson as his vice president to begin with,” I said, “he would have won decisively.”

	Throughout that night Adam paced through his hotel room. The vote to confirm him as vice president would take place the next day. He had not been called on to testify by either branch of Congress, a fact he alternately hailed and disparaged. In fact, he veered through many topics from different angles, discussing the new policies that would be put in place in the new administration, cursing or disparaging how bad things would be if we were frozen out at this late hour, evaluating the odds of either outcome.

	He seemed to be speaking to himself, mumbling so we did not always hear. All of us, the party leadership, just sat there and listened, wondering why Adam called this meeting and why we were having it here. Manny wanted to discuss transitioning into the new administration; Dr. Graham tried to strategize a media campaign to coincide with an extended nomination fight in Congress; Franks worried about the lawsuit, brewing in the D.C. Circuit Court right now, claiming Popovich’s resignation meant the rules for deciding a split Electoral College still applied and that McHenry had no authority to nominate a vice president yet.

	Still, if I had to describe Adam’s mood that night, I would say it was nervous jubilation.

	 

	The next day, Adam gave another speech to the massed crowd on the National Mall, then we all headed over to the Graham townhouse. We sat in the austere front room while Mrs. Graham baked pies. Apple pies, of course, which she insisted were both delicious and an excellent symbol for the day.

	The television remained off. Adam sat in one of the big chairs next to the fire, staring into the flames. The rest of us had our mobiles and notebooks out, watching for updates.

	The House vote came down before we even got to the Graham’s. There were a dozen Republican defections; not enough to prevent confirmation. The Senate was taking longer. None of us dared tell Adam that this was because Senator Nelson had launched into a speaking filibuster to hold off the nomination.

	The afternoon was wearing on, and none of us had received any news, when Adam’s own mobile rang with an incoming call. With complete dispassion he picked it up from the end table and answered. All of us were staring wide-eyed, straining to catch the conversation.

	“Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Hold on.” Adam held out the mobile and pressed a button. “You’re on speaker now.”

	“Oh, good.” Bob Geare’s voice boomed on, along with a lot of background noise. “I’m in the Senate chamber right now. We’ve done it everyone. They’ve dropped the filibuster.”

	“We have the votes?” Manny asked.

	“Yeah,” I was the one to answer, holding up my own mobile. “It’s here. Senate confirms Adam Hanson as vice president.”

	“. . . with the aid of eight fiscal conservative Democrats,” Dr. Graham read from the same news posting on his own mobile.

	All of us fell silent and looked at each other, then looked to Adam. While our excitement had carried us to our feet, Adam was still in his seat, still looking at the fire. Tears were rolling down his cheeks.

	“We’ve done it.”

	 

	The convention hall back at the hotel served host to an impromptu party that night. Adam was unceremoniously sworn in as his backers and state-level party officials, in town for the demonstrations, filtered in. There were people in suits and people bundled up in cheap coats scattered throughout the party.

	President McHenry made a brief appearance alongside Chief Justice Bloomberg for the actual swearing in ceremony. When it was done McHenry shook hands with Adam, who, still fighting back tears, declared, “Sir, you will not regret this. I will serve you as well now as I did when I was a lowly grunt in Anbar province.”

	That brought a genuine smile to the Old Soldier’s face, and for a moment I thought he would tear up as well. Then he clapped Adam on the shoulder and drew him in for a bear hug.

	After that, the president left, his motorcade fighting their way out into a street crowded with people. Erica rushed in at the same time, calling us all to come see. Wandering out to the hotel lobby we all stood at the front doors and watched as a giant crowd paraded past. Through various social streams Erica had sent out messages imploring a peaceful end to the peaceful demonstrations, and directing them to marching routes out of the city. I realized then just how important she had been in preventing a ‘winning the Superbowl’ riot. The crowd walked past holding up flashlights or electronics, creating a sparkle of lights that flowed like a river.

	The sight was mesmerizing. Most of the party leadership just stood there, watching. It felt like a glorious repeat of the holiday season, flared back to life by the incredible events that had transpired.

	We dropped out a few at a time to return to the convention hall. By now a holiday-level buffet spread had been set out, music put on, and people took to the floor to dance.

	“So,” Holly began as we slow danced. “I’ve been waiting to tell you . . .”

	I raised my eyebrows. “You’re pregnant?!”

	Her own eyes flared at me and her voice dropped. “Don’t ever joke about that.”

	“It wasn’t a joke, I thought that’s what you were actually going to say.” I looked about, wondering if I should just shut up. “It seems like a night for miracles, right?”

	This got a wane smile. “No, but,” she sighed deeply, “I’ve been thinking. What would you think about me going back to school?”

	“School? As in, the whole med school thing?”

	“Yeah.”

	“It’s expensive.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	“We’d probably have to move back to California.”

	“Do you think they’ll want you to continue on here?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter. We need more than one client if we’re gonna make this work financially, and that means going back to Hollywood.”

	She drew a deep breath and looked down at my tie.

	“We should think about it some more,” I said. “Find out just what kind of offers I can get and everything.”

	This got a flat nod. I pulled her in close. “Can we sit down?” she asked.

	“Sure. You want me to get you something?”

	“No, I’m okay.”

	“Alright, I’m gonna go find the new vice president.”

	Looking back in the lobby revealed there were still a few revelers staring out across the parking lot at the marchers. It was not a good view, but getting closer would mean venturing out into the bitter cold. Nobody knew where Adam was.

	I found him instead up in his room, or rather standing out on the balcony of his room. An arctic blast hit me as I stepped out to join him.

	“Brrr. Mr. Vice President, what are you doing out here? It’s freezing.”

	“Please, Sam, you can still call me Adam.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever called you Adam.”

	“Well start. I’m not too big to forget my friends.”

	Hunched over against the cold, I stood next to him. Looking out, I could see the lights of the city ablaze, with nearby streets also filled with marchers, flowing like a river delta in serpentine patterns as they headed north out of Washington DC proper to the bus stops and train stations that would begin their journey home.

	“Look at them,” Adam said.

	“It looks like more people than showed up for your debate rally.”

	“No, I mean them,” he pointed straight down. Leaning over the railing I saw the front parking lot of the hotel was crammed with cars. It looked like the president’s motorcade, with black SUVs and a couple stretch limousines. They were caught in a logjam within the parking lot, wanting to leave but unable to get out onto the street because of the marching crowd.

	“Is that the president’s motorcade?” I asked.

	“No, he got out just before the crowd got too thick.”

	“Who are they then?”

	“Those are the insiders.”

	“Insiders?”

	Adam smiled to himself. “Washington, Sam, is not about Republicans versus Democrats. It’s about insiders versus outsiders. The cool kids versus the freaks. A lot of politicians claim to be outsiders and build their campaigns around the idea, but they run as part of the establishment parties. They’re insiders, they’re assimilated, long before they even get to Washington. We are the true outsiders, the freaks, the people establishment Washington doesn’t control.”

	He pointed down at the parking lot again. “Those people down there, those are the cool kids who wanted to come to our party. Big name journalists and lobbyists and congressmen. Now that I’ve won I’m cool enough to be graced by their presence. Except we turned them away. Erica and Jonah told them we didn’t have enough room, then snubbed ‘em all by bringing in some of our demonstrators instead. So now the cool kids are mad, mad because I got in to crash their little club and mad because they can’t kick me out. Mad and stuck down there in the parking lot while they yield to real Americans marching in the streets.”

	“In my limited experience everyone gets assimilated by Washington one way or another,” I said. He turned to give me a stare with those shining eyes. “It’s like prison, in a way. Nobody wants to be in prison, nobody wants to stay there, but once you’ve been in, what else do you do? You’re not qualified to be anything other than a criminal or an inmate.”

	“I’ve been in a gilded cage before. I emerged stronger then you can ever imagine.”

	“Is that an allusion to Star Wars?”

	“You don’t like Star Wars?” Adam flashed that intense stare again.

	“Whether I like it or not is irrelevant. It’s just,” I smiled, “when did you become a Jedi?”

	“This town could use some Jedi Knights like you and me.”

	“Oh, I’m no hero, I’m trying to escape the gilded cage like so many others.”

	“You’re thinking about leaving Washington?” Adam asked.

	“Well, yes, sort of. My wife wants to go back to school. It would mean a double financial hit, because we’d have to pay for school and I’d have to hire somebody to replace her. We’d need to be making Hollywood money to make it work.”

	Adam stood up straight and turned toward me. “If money is the issue then considered it solved. I need you around, Sam. We’ll increase your rates, whatever it takes.”

	“You can’t really afford that sir.”

	“We’ll make it work.”

	“Adam, I’ve seen your financial statements, I know what you can afford.”

	He fixed me again with that bright, unnerving stare, but this time I had hard data as a shield. “Your finances are a key part of the predictive modeling I do. Dr. Graham gave me access. I’ve been seeing the party’s financial statements since the beginning.”

	“Hmph. Well, yes, you know what I could bring in as a third party candidate, not what I can bring in as vice president.”

	“This is true . . .”

	“Please, Sam. Don’t make a decision until we’ve had a chance to discuss this thoroughly. I want you onboard. I’m going to need good friends like you, now more than ever.”

	“I, yeah,” I stammered. “We’re not making a decision on this tonight, for sure.”

	“I have plans for your computer model going forward.”

	“Oh?”

	“What do you think about economic modeling?’

	In truth I was deeply reticent about it. “It’s a lot more difficult.”

	“It’s already in your models though, right?”

	“To a limited extent. I take data from real economists and use that as inputs, but the output isn’t all that comprehensive.”

	“But you could do it? Make economic predictions?”

	“Not better than actual economists who study this stuff.”

	“But you can do better Sam. Those guys are all partisan hacks. They have an ideology or an agenda to push. They start with flawed assumptions. I brought you in to be the hard-headed realist. That’s what I need in a pollster, and that’s what I need in an economic advisor.”

	I paused to take a deep breath. “I suppose the core algorithms would still work, but they would need to be expanded. I’d want to hire a real economist to work with.”

	“So you can do it?”

	“I’ll look into it.”

	“Does that mean you’ll stay?” His voice boomed like he was giving one of his stump speeches, like it was a rhetorical question.

	“That’s, uh,” my teeth chattered as I spoke, “not a decision I can make by myself.”

	“We’ll make it work. I want you on as part of my brain trust. I can’t succeed if I don’t have the best people around me. You’d have an expanded role in this administration. More than just pollster. More like Prophet.”

	“I . . .”

	“How about futurist? Scenario Simulation Expert?”

	“That would be closer to the truth.”

	“Whatever you like Sam. Is money the only problem? Are you and your wife unhappy here in Washington?”

	“Yeah, well, yes and no. No less so than in California. You know Hollywood, L.A., it works the same. You can’t ever really leave. We were desperate to escape, it’s how we ended up in DC, but we’ve just traded one cage for another, but if we leave . . . where ya gonna go? The prison is all you’ve known. You’ve become institutionalized.”

	“Now that’s an allusion to the Shawshank Redemption,” Adam smiled.

	“Is it? You know your movies better than me.”

	“And you’re the one that worked in Hollywood.”

	I hugged my arms a little closer against the cold. “So, seriously, it’s freezing out here.”

	He just smiled and turned back to the view. “Okay, but if that’s really a problem promise me you’ll give me at least another year. I think you and your wife will like the changes I’m going to make to this town.”

	“Everyone says they’re going to change Washington.”

	“You don’t believe me?” He employed his booming speech voice again.

	“Do you? Do you really believe you can make real, fundamental change?”

	“As much as I believed I could win the election.”

	“You didn’t win.”

	“Yet here I am, the vice president of the United States of America. Here I am setting the agenda for the country. Even a pessimist like you, Sam, can’t call this a failure.”

	“Yeah okay, I will admit,” I said. “I am impressed.”
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Chapter 4

	 

	STRUGGLE

	 

	Adam would never forget the first time he saw New York. He was in his mom’s old Mazda hatchback, all his worldly possessions all packed in around him, his entire inheritance converted into traveler’s checks. He had missed his turn, the driving directions printed out from the Internet and serving him true across the continent, at last leading him astray. Instead of Abe’s apartment, he wound up almost crossing the river into New York proper. As he went, the buildings opened around him to a panorama of the Manhattan skyline. Adam pulled over right away, then got out and climbed atop his car.

	It was just like in the movies. Except not at all. The bright, over-saturated technicolor of the movie screen could never capture the vastness of reality. The depth of the clear blue sky. The afternoon winter sun on everything. The sharp bite of the cold air. These things Adam sat and absorbed, knowing he could not capture them in memory, but hoping they could somehow seep in and become part of his essence. This view of a magical city, this state of mind, was one of those moments when the world tantalized him with its closeness to perfection.

	Turning the car around, he found his missed connection and before dark was at Abe McKormick’s Bronx studio apartment, on the second floor of a narrow tower. It was the middle of February, but already Adam was forcing into Abe’s hand the cash for his half of the rent. They unloaded a few of the larger boxes before his wandering thoughts at last overtook him.

	“Alright, let’s head out. You have to show me this city.”

	“It’s getting kind of late . . .”

	“The city never sleeps, plus I imagine it’s even better at night. Come on.”

	Soon they were on the subway, riding into Manhattan. They got off to walk out into Central Park at dusk. Then, as the city lights came on they headed to Times Square, then across to Rockefeller Center. They spent some time gazing across the plaza at the bronze statue of Prometheus recumbent.

	 “A lot of people like to think of themselves as Atlas,” Adam said. “The Titan holding up the world. Nobody every compares themselves to Prometheus, the Titan that gave fire to mankind. I think that’s a nobler thing to do.”

	“Didn’t Prometheus get punished for giving man fire?”

	“Exactly. Sacrifice without reward, or even praise.”

	Adam wanted to press on, to see Wall Street and the Statue of Liberty, but Abe countered that he had an early class tomorrow. So they found a place selling ‘famous pizza’ and ate a slice before heading home.

	It was after midnight when Adam crawled into the set of blankets laid out as a bed on the studio apartment floor, and hours later that he found sleep, thinking and dreaming throughout of this amazing city of fire and light.

	 

	Abe was still going to Columbia for pre-med. Between classes, class work, work study, study groups, and club activities he was gone all day and well into the evening. Adam spent that first week alone in the apartment, playing and writing music, picking up his life after the interruption incurred by his mother’s death.

	He also rearranged the place, finding a used futon, moving the TV to the far corner to set up a practice area, setting aside space for a drum set.

	“We don’t have a drum set,” Abe said, “or a drummer.”

	“If we’re gonna make this happen, we’ll need them though.”

	“You know, I was thinking,” Abe said. “Maybe we should look into joining an existing band. You know, maybe find some people who have done some of the work already, join up with them.”

	“They’d probably have their own songs though.”

	“Maybe. They might be open to some new stuff. Anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to look into, right? You’ve obviously got the time.”

	While this did not get Adam’s immediate approval he nevertheless agreed to look.

	That first weekend, Abe, returning in the early afternoon, brought some news he hoped would cheer things up. “I saw this on campus today. It’s for band auditions.” He produced a scrap of paper torn off a flyer, containing nothing but a phone number. “Thought we could give it a try.”

	“On campus?” Adam asked. “Do they want just Columbia students?”

	“I don’t think so. Didn’t look like it.”

	“But it’s a student band right?”

	“I think so. I don’t know.”

	“I don’t know how I feel about student bands. If they’re anything like you we won’t have a lot of time for practicing.”

	“Well, ya know, some things have to have priority.”

	“Uh-huh.” Adam turned back to the book he was reading.

	There was a pause while Abe fumbled for something to say. “Well why don’t we check it out? We’ll call next week and see what they say.”

	“Sure.”

	As far as Abe knew, that was the end of the discussion. Adam told me a different story. That Monday he took the scrap of paper, intending to call, but could not bring himself to do it. He decided to get breakfast first. Then after breakfast he started playing, then a few hours had passed and it was nearing lunch time. He decided to call after lunch. After lunch he wondered if that was really a good time to call, if maybe they would not be in and he should call in the evening. Then he went off to read, which he got absorbed in and lost track of time. Then it was dusk and he thought he might call but Abe would be back soon, so he decided he would just try tomorrow. The next day he repeated this ritual.

	According to Adam, he was hung up on the idea of a student band, which he felt was not a real band. It was people pursuing music as a hobby or a side project. He wanted people as dedicated as he was. That’s what he said, and it’s possible such ideas entered his thinking. But I suspect, from what I know of Adam, that what really bothered him about this lead was the fact that it did not conform to his vision. He had an idea of how his ascent would unfold, a vision born perhaps from watching too many movies. He wanted his rise to rock stardom to fit a certain plotline, to have a natural narrative flow, and his trying out for some student band at a university he did not even attend did not fit into that arc.

	By the end of that week, Abe was caught up in the crunch of midterm preparation and had forgotten the whole thing. Adam, meanwhile, in wrestling with himself over calling the student band number had at least broken through his procrastination into a burst of action. Through a series of dozens of cold calls he found a bar a few miles from the apartment with a house band that was willing to give him an audition. He went down Friday afternoon to try out in front of a group of men with fading tattoos and long facial hair. Adam, clean cut and lanky, sat on a stool on stage and began playing the opening of “Sweet Child of Mine” by Guns N’Roses.

	“Agh, no, no,” one of the guys said. “Kid, can you play any real music?”

	Adam tried to judge what these guys would consider real music. He started in with the opening cords of “Stairway to Heaven.”

	“No, no. What is that?”

	“Led Zeppelin,” Adam said in a level voice.

	“Led Zeppelin? Oh, come on. Forget it kid.”

	“I can play whatever you want if somebody just shows me how.”

	“Kid, we ain’t got time to teach you the set.”

	When Abe came home that evening, he found Adam pacing back and forth through the narrow, clear center of the apartment, mumbling to himself.

	“What happened?”

	Without breaking stride Adam told him about the idiots down at the local bar.

	“So what now?”

	He stopped, looked at Abe a moment, then dropped into his seat, picking up his book and flipping it open. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

	“Okay.” Abe began clearing some space on the desk for his stuff. “Would you by chance be interested in going to an off-Broadway musical?”

	“Sure, why not.”

	“I can get us really cheap tickets.”

	“Sounds good.”

	“You can afford it, right?”

	“Of course.”

	Abe hesitated, put off by the contradiction between Adam’s words and his tone. “Just making sure. I know you planned to come out here and live off your inheritance and all until you got some gigs . . .”

	“I’m fine. I have money.”

	“Cool, I was just making sure . . .”

	“I’m fine.”

	 

	As classes gave way to finals Abe came home early one afternoon to find Adam hunched over the desk. On it he had cleared away the assorted books and stacks of mail in favor of a flurry of loose leaf paper, on which he was scribbling or doodling or something.

	“What are you doing?”

	Adam did not look up, instead casting about the desk. He gathered a few pieces of paper together from odd corners, straightened them into a stack, and thrust them toward his friend. On the first page was a drawing, crude but with a certain flare. It showed a sun rising over distant mountains, the beams of sunlight filling up the sky with more yellow than blue. In the foreground were two figures, one a man dressed like a Roman centurion, with golden breastplate, recognizable by his galea, his helmet with the red mohawk thing atop. The centurion held a sword that appeared to be dripping blood. The other figure was a minotaur. The two were set to square off, the centurion with his shield and sword, the minotaur with a giant axe.

	The next several pages were filled with sheet music and a handwritten script, complete with stage directions. Looking over these Abe realized the red coloring on the centurion’s sword was not supposed to be blood but flames. It was a flaming sword.

	“What is all this?” Abe asked.

	“It’s a rock opera. I got that idea from that musical we saw.”

	“You got the idea for this from Rent?”

	“Yeah. That play, or whatever, it was such an unmitigated piece of shit I spent the whole time daydreaming of something better.”

	“It looks,” Abe stepped over to look through the scattered papers. There were more drawings, just as crude, and plenty of sheet music. “Weren’t you planning to find some kind of gig playing guitar or something?”

	Adam continued writing without looking up. “I’ve got a lot going on. That’s why you haven’t seen much of me around.”

	“I haven’t seen you at all this week. Where have you been?”

	“What do you care?”

	“I . . . okay.” Abe stepped away to flop down on his bed. “I was just wondering. Where have you been sleeping?”

	“I haven’t been. Not enough time for sleep.”

	“Why not? It’s not like you have finals or anything.”

	This, at last, drew a withering look. “I told you, I’ve been busy.”

	“Well maybe you should get some sleep. You don’t look so good.”

	Adam turned back to his writing. “Have you been down to Wall Street at all?”

	“What? No, actually. You know, I should go, I’ve been here a whole year and I haven’t seen a bunch of the sights.”

	“Statue of Liberty?”

	“Haven’t been there either.”

	“We should go.”

	“All my finals are early on. I’ll have a week after that we can do stuff.”

	“Perfect.” Adam glanced up again. “I was sort of wandering down there when I came up with the idea for this rock opera. I’ll walk you through what gave me the ideas.” He looked over his mass of papers. “It needs a title. You’ll have to help me think of one.”

	By the next weekend Abe was finished with the semester and ready to give himself over to Adam’s plans. As they headed out into the city again, it was startling to get Adam’s perspective on the place. To Adam, New York was a fantasy place of magic and wonder. The people were elves or goblins, fey lords or wizards, followers of the Way of Light or summoners bound by dark pacts with eldritch beings. It was stalked by vampires at night and steam-powered mechanoids in the day. It all interwove, in ways Abe could not appreciate, with the wilderness of witches and trolls he had conquered, and all of it provided the basis for his whole rock concept album, opera, screenplay.

	As they walked down Wall Street itself Adam narrated. “The towers here are home to the darkest sorcerers of all. They wield great power, but their magic is drawn from the vital essence of others. It is a magic they learned from the vampires, but unlike that dying race they wield the power to much greater ends. They need not feed on individuals through their blood, but instead draw up the energy of thousands through their dark rituals. Their victims are drained of their life essence yet left mesmerized, unable to resist.”

	“I sense social commentary here,” Abe said in a deadpan.

	Adam missed the sarcasm. “The unearned wealth you see here is disgusting. These people are wearing suits that could pay our rent for years, and they produce nothing. What has Wall Street produced that ever did anything for you?”

	“Well, the banks . . .”

	“Are parasites. They profit by gambling with other people’s money.”

	“You don’t have to put your money in a bank.”

	“And you notice I don’t.” Adam almost shouted. “That’s not the point though.”

	“What is the point?”

	“Geez, nevermind. Let’s just get out to the ferry.”

	They rode out to Liberty Island and waited in an amusement park length line to go up to the top of the statue and look out. Subsequent days brought further quests to other historic sites. They went up to the viewing platforms of the Empire State Building and World Trade Center, walked across the Brooklyn Bridge, visited an aircraft carrier converted into an aircraft museum on the Hudson River, and made their way down to Coney Island. Abe listened to the fantastical descriptions, the running narrative Adam gave to all these places, and for the first time began to wonder about the nature of the world his friend inhabited.

	 

	From here the story of Adam gets sketchy. He never spoke to me about this part of his life at all. It was mentioned in The River of Life in passing, where he called it ‘a cheaper and better education than any university.’ The problem too is that few people who knew him during this period are still around or amenable to being found.

	“I can’t believe you aren’t staying the summer,” Adam said as his friend packed the day before heading back home. “This is finally our chance to get some practice time.”

	“My dad has this internship set up for me . . .”

	“Why do you need that? It’s not a doctor internship.”

	Abe shrugged. “It’ll make some money.”

	“Didn’t you make enough money working over the semester? I can pay the whole rent for the summer if that helps.”

	“I still need the money for next year. Plus it helps build your resume, and my dad really wants me to do it.”

	Adam sat down, folded his arms, and let out an exaggerated sigh. The next day he drove Abe to the airport. Abe left his laptop, with a dial-up connection, that allowed them to exchange infrequent emails over the summer, but that was the last time for quite a while that the two friends would see each other.

	When Abe returned in August he took a cab from the airport, having been unable to get in touch with Adam by phone. He found the apartment empty. Much of Adam’s stuff was still there, though his guitars and stereo were gone, and his car was nowhere to be seen. The rent had been paid through the end of August. There was no note.

	“Why do you think he did that?” I asked Abe, many years later.

	“Leave so suddenly?”

	“Leave without telling you. Or ever visiting or anything.”

	“It was a defense mechanism. That’s how Adam was. The more deeply something touched him, the colder he became.”

	 

	On a subway platform, just beyond the turnstiles, Adam sat playing guitar. His guitar case was laid open in front of him, a backpack next to him, a coat wrapped around him against the autumn chill.

	It was hard to believe he had blown through his inheritance in less than a year. It had seemed kingly when he first received the check. Adam stopped playing, gathered up the change tossed into his guitar case, and packed away the guitar. From the small front pocket on his backpack he fished out the little address book that had once belonged to his mom. Flipping through the pages he found the entry for his Aunt Jenny.

	Gathering up his stuff, Adam made his way across the platform to a bank of payphones. He held the address book in one hand, some of the change he just earned in the other. Then he stood like that, in front of a phone, staring between it and the phone number. 

	Like a conjurer weaving a spell, he summoned in his mind a picture of his father’s sister, of the little house they had north of Denver, of his sister Paula and her snotty friends, of his cocksucker uncle and his comments about getting real jobs. As Adam wove the spell, his mental images became more abstract. He pictured the money, a bank vault filled with gold coins, that was his, his by right, and the ghost hand of his father, reaching from beyond the grave to snatch it. The ghost hand performed some legal jujitsu, and Adam was forbidden from touching the money. Forbidden, that is, without immediately turning around and wasting it at some overinflated excuse for a school, envisioned now as some horrid ‘Clockwork Orange’ torture, pumping him full of pretentious ‘knowledge.’ He pictured his aunt in the guise of a witch, administering this torture while guarding his stolen treasure, all the while chanting out nagging curses about his life going nowhere.

	He tucked away the change and the address book and headed out onto the street. A few blocks away was a soup kitchen, and like most evenings Adam would find a hot meal there before riding the metro out to the far northern end of the line, where he kept his car parked in a less expensive lot. He had gotten by thus far sleeping in his car, but the weather would only get colder. He had blankets in the car to pile atop himself, but that felt like a stopgap. He had no other plans.

	“Hey man.”

	Adam emerged from his reverie. He was in line at the soup kitchen. Behind him a rail thin, dark-skinned man in a threadbare coat was vying for his attention.

	“You play?” The man gestured to the guitar case slung across Adam’s back.

	“Yeah.”

	“I thought I saw you playin’ down in the station. You’re pretty good man.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Hey, you ever thought about playing for real.”

	“For real?”

	“You know, earnin’ real money.”

	This earned the man a cold, fixed stare from Adam. “I intend to be a rock star one day.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” the man laughed. “Alright, alright, hey me too.”

	Adam turned away, thinking this ended the conversation.

	“Oh, hey man, hold on. Wha’ you think about joinin’ up?”

	“Joining up?”

	“Yeah man, you and me. This place you’re playin’ now ain’t too rich. I know some better places. You and me, we work ‘em together, split the money.”

	“You play too?”

	“Sure do, sure do.”

	Adam fixed the man with another stare. He had found, in his time in the city, that his stare was his most effective weapon, and he wielded it like a sledgehammer. “Alright,” he said.

	“Hey, alright, alright. Hey man, what’s your name?”

	“Adam.”

	“Adam. Adam. Good to meet you.” The man pulled off a glove and extended his hand. “Frederick Douglas Robbinson.” This just got a continued stare. “Call me Fred. Or FDR, if ya like.”

	“Really?”

	“Sure. Named after the abolitionist, ya know.”

	This brought a genuine smile to Adam’s face. They shook hands. “Adam Hanson. Good to meet you too. Good to meet anybody who actually knows who Frederick Douglas is.”

	“Sure, man, sure, know your history. Ahem. I would unite with anybody to do right and with nobody to do wrong.”

	Adam’s smile widened.

	 

	On a midtown subway platform Adam and FDR sat cross-legged, strumming out a tune. Playing with FDR was refreshing. He brought none of the guitar-lesson stuffiness of Abe, instead being self-taught like Adam and playing with the same abandon. He could also sing, in a coyote howling at the moon sort of way.

	‘Under the desk/they’ll never say/is that a stain on the dress/sex ain’t just a BJ. Go pull a Nixon/well that just depends/on who all gets privilege/and the definition of is.’

	 Since he left the apartment Adam had put aside his rock opera project to write songs, now a whole concept album worth, about President Clinton’s sex scandal and impending impeachment. Most of them went heavy on the sarcasm. ‘This may be a joke/but it ain’t no tongue in that cheek.’

	“Man, that’s pretty good, I like that,” FDR said. Around them the last of the clockwork automatons of the five o’clock rush were petering away. Soon the creatures of the night, the vampires and werewolves and banshees, would fill the subways. All were soulless creatures, but the suit and tie robots at least had been programmed to feel sympathy. It was about time to wrap up for the day.

	“You write anything else?” FDR asked.

	“A lot of stuff, actually.”

	“Yeah? Let’s hear some of it.”

	Adam hesitated, then started on the somber opening chords of ‘The First Crusade.’ He got a little way in before self-consciousness caught up with him and he stopped. “It would sound better with backing drums.”

	“Nah, man, that was good.”

	“Oh, here’s a better one.” The slower tune he played was one of the many ballads of Stephanie. Adam rushed it some but ended up playing the whole two minute song.

	“Yeah, yeah,” FDR was nodding with his whole body. “That’s good man. You got real talent.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Man, what I don’t understand, how does a smart, talented guy like you end up here? What’re you waitin’ for man?”

	Adam was taken aback by the question. He looked away, out into the crowd of the subway. “I don’t know myself.”

	As the night’s first vampire cabal entered the station Adam looked down at his guitar, then started into the ballad again, this time slowing it down, drawing it out. FDR followed right along with him.

	Once they were finished Adam turned back to his new friend. “What about you? How did you end up here?”

	“Man, I’ve been lookin’ for my break for ten years now. Been in . . . I don’t even know how many bands I been in.”

	“Hmm.” This was not encouraging.

	“Hey, if I got us a gig, a payin’ gig, would you be in? I got a friend who could set us up.”

	“Yeah. Yeah, definitely.”

	“Cool, cool. Friends a drummer, sometimes. He’d join us. It’d be cool.”

	They set about packing up and divvying out the take for the day. “Same time tomorrow?” Adam asked.

	“Sure, man, sure. Hey, where you stayin’ at these days?”

	“Me?” Adam hesitated.

	“Oh come on man, ain’t gotta be embarrassed. I’m stayin’ at the fuckin’ Y. Oh, ‘Scuce my language. I’m stayin’ at the f’in Harlem Y.”

	“The Y?”

	“The YMCA.”

	“Really?” Adam blinked in surprise.

	“Sure.”

	“I . . . didn’t realize they still existed.”

	“Sure do man, sure do. Not bad if you don’t mind the queers.”

	“Really?” Adam blinked again.

	“Yeah. They’re alright. Don’t bother ‘em they don’t bother you.”

	“Hmph.”

	When they parted ways after the soup kitchen Adam headed back down and got on a northbound train. At his stop he got out and walked a dozen blocks further to one of the little self-pay park-and-go lots.

	Still thinking about the potential for a real band, Adam walked up almost to his spot before realizing his car was not there. After a moment of blank confusion he looked around, thinking he had parked somewhere else.

	Had he parked at a different lot? He was always moving his car around between them, for no other reason than he felt it was more secure and less likely to get him hassled. He didn’t remember parking it elsewhere that morning. Did he move it last night? No, he definitely slept here last night and walked from here to the subway this morning. He remembered that distinctly.

	“Shit!” Adam said aloud to the empty lot. He turned around, performing a full circle, checking every one of the cars he could see. “Fuck!”

	He started performing an inventory of what was in the car. All his blankets that staved off the cold nights. What money he had, including his remaining traveler’s checks, were with him in his backpack. His guitar was slung across his back. A lot of the sketches and notes for his rock opera were in that car, but he had his other notebooks, filled with more recent and older songs.

	Only once he grasped what was lost did Adam start thinking about what came next. Where was he going to sleep tonight? He had no idea. The only think he could think of was what FDR had told him earlier, about the YMCA. He fixated on this idea, the notion of getting there becoming his sole motivation.

	He walked back to the subway, but this late the trains did not stop at this particular station. As he started along toward the next one, an ache in his feet elevated itself to the level of consciousness, and then upward from annoyance to excruciation. It had been a while since he showered, a while since he changed his socks. He no longer had a change of socks. The cold had been bitter the last few nights and he had struggled to stay warm. He had not felt anything untoward in his feet before, but wondered now if not feeling was a bad sign.

	Adam made it to an open subway station and caught a train back into Manhattan. As he rode he realized he had no idea where the Harlem YMCA was. He assumed it was somewhere near the soup kitchen where he first met FDR, so he got off at One-hundred and Tenth street and started walking.

	The problem, one that Adam managed to push out of his brain at first while he concentrated on the pain, was that he was walking in a random direction. He tried to think of a better plan, but the ache in his feet overwhelmed the cognitive dissonance, and he just kept walking.

	He walked in long, loping circles for a while, hoping he might somehow just stumble upon the place. That he might have asked somebody, that he might have gone back to Abe’s or gone someplace else, did not occur to him in his peculiar state of panic. He walked until he could continue no longer. At last, in the early hours of the morning, he saw a steam grate from which warm air wafted upward. On this bitter cold night it was partial relief at best, but Adam sat down there, hugging his guitar case to himself, and fell into a fitful sleep.

	 

	In The River of Life Adam would recount this night as the absolute low point of his life. From the perspective of a memoire it did serve as a good peripeteia, the turning point in a story from which the long arc upward can begin. But knowing Adam I suspect the following weeks were much worse. He ended up spending them with FDR, sleeping on bunk beds in communal rooms at the YMCA. The lack of private space must have killed him. He was used to his basement, his own room where he wrote and read and schemed and dreamed. I think a big part of the reason he left the apartment was not money but because he preferred the privacy of being by himself in his car to having to share a studio apartment space.

	At the YMCA he also met FDR’s friend, Joseph Newman, a quiet teenage runaway with a multitude of talents. They called him Joey. He had, through friends of his Adam did not ask about, lined up a place to crash and a potential paying gig.

	By the New Year, the three of them had moved in with a couple other guys, to a studio apartment across the river in Jersey City. ‘Studio’ was what they called it because it consisted of one large room in a building constructed for some other purpose. It had a bathroom, a kitchenette dropped into one corner, a series of folding screens, and a pair of loft spaces. Both of these were compact, accessed by a ladder, with enough room for a chair and bed but not enough to stand up straight. Both were open to the rest of the space except if a heavy curtain was drawn closed. Into these two spaces the roommates crammed Adam and FDR.

	For the next couple months Adam played guitar, with FDR singing and Joey on drums, behind chicken-wire in a series of dark, smoky bars. They refined and performed Adam’s funny President Clinton songs, which proved popular with the impeachment now in full bore. Adam followed the proceedings in the newspapers and wrote more songs about the impeachment and anything else that caught his fancy, impressing his band-mates with the speed at which he could crank out a song. Some of the stuff they sang got bottles hurled at them, but just as often there were laughs, and either way it often got them invited back.

	 

	A Saturday night found Adam and FDR sitting at a bar. Fred was chatting with the bartender and drinking away his earnings. Adam pocketed his, drinking coffee and reading a newspaper.

	“Hey guys,” Joey said as he approached. “Everything’s packed up. I’m about ready to take off.”

	“Alright man, we’ll see you later,” FDR said.

	“You guys okay walking home?”

	“Course man, ‘course, ain’t that far.”

	“You wanna ride home Adam?”

	“Hmm?” Adam did not bother looking up. “No, no, go ahead.”

	Joey’s eyes darted between the two, then he darted off himself out the door.

	“Hmph,” FDR turned back to his drink. “One strange dude.”

	“Oh?” the bartender asked.

	“Yeah, he’s like this guy, never takes a drink.”

	“I’ve seen Joey drink,” Adam remained buried in his newspaper.

	This got a reproachful stare from FDR, which he accentuated by shifting position on the stool. Then he shifted back and continued talking to the bartender. “Always in a hurry to get home, always runnin’ off after a set.”

	“It’s a borrowed van,” Adam said. “He’s nervous about being out with it.”

	“Shit, man, he’s got nothin’ to worry about. Pardon my language. Man’s got nothin’ to worry about. Ain’t nobody want that beat up old van.”

	Bartender and vocalist both stared at Adam, who still did not bother to look up at them.

	“So what ya gonna write about now that the president didn’t get impeached?” the bartender asked.

	“He did get impeached. He wasn’t removed from office.”

	“Whatever.”

	FDR jerked a thumb at Adam. “This guy ain’t got no problem findin’ stuff to write about. That’s all he does all day, up there writin’ and readin’. Writes ‘em faster than I can sing ‘em.”

	“So what’s the next big hit gonna be about, Adam?”

	“Well there’s this war in the Balkans.”

	“Man,” FDR said, “nobody cares about the Balkans. Where even is that?”

	“Eastern Europe.”

	“Man, nobody cares about war in eastern Europe.”

	“You would prefer if I wrote about Britney Spears?”

	The bartender laughed. “Then you’d be writing songs about a singer.”

	Adam did not respond, instead setting down his newspaper and picking up a spiral notebook on the bar. He opened it and began jotting something down.

	“See, man,” FDR waved a thumb at him again. “What’d I tell ya? Always writing.”

	Having made some note Adam returned to the newspaper.

	“I used to know a guy,” the bartender said, “wrote a bunch of songs about the war in Vietnam. I bet if there’s a war in Eastern Europe there’d be a lot of people writin’ songs about it.”

	“If there’s a draft, sure,” FDR said. “Lot of protests songs.”

	“I bet if Adam got drafted he’d be writing funny protest songs.”

	“Nah, his would be sound about supportin’ the country. Right, Adam?”

	“I would never be drafted,” Adam said.

	“How you figure?”

	“I would volunteer.”

	“You? Join the army? Come on man.”

	“If there was a war. I mean, a real war that needed fighting, I’d volunteer. This Balkans war is just another fake war America doesn’t need to be involved in. I mean a real war.”

	A switch in the volume of the room cut off the bartender’s response. He and FDR both turned to see the television had been turned up. It was Saturday Night Live, with an opening sketch about President Clinton’s acquittal. They both watched and laughed.

	“I’m glad that guy didn’t get impeached,” the bartender said.

	“He did get impeached,” Adam said again.

	“Whatever, I mean didn’t get kicked out.”

	Adam set down his newspaper. “Why?”

	“Why? He didn’t do anything. He cheated on his wife, sure, but that’s no reason to fire anybody.”

	“First off, it’s not . . .”

	“Hey man,” FDR started toward Adam, who was now off his bar stool and pointing his finger.

	“First off,” Adam said, louder this time. “He didn’t just cheat, he lied about it, under oath. He fucking lied. Under. Oath!”

	“Who doesn’t lie about their sex life?” the bartender held out his arms.

	“The president! The president should not be lying about his sex life.”

	“You think presidents should just tell us all about what they do in bed?!”

	“No, because there should be nothing to tell! He’s fucking married! There shouldn’t be any fucking around! There shouldn’t be anything he should have to fucking own up to.”

	“If you don’t stop yelling I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

	Catching a stare from FDR gave Adam pause, and he sunk back down onto his bar stool.

	The bartender eyed them both. “You’re real high and mighty there kid. I’d like to see what you would have done . . .”

	“I wouldn’t have been in that situation.”

	“You say that now, but it happens to all of us.”

	“No! That’s the fucking point. The president isn’t just another slob. He’s suppose to be better. There’s fucking millions of people to choose from, he should be the best we have.”

	“He’s the one people like.”

	“That’s the problem! People don’t vote for the best, they vote for some idiot they like. I bet you fucking voted for him cause you’re both fucking slubs.”

	“Dude,” FDR gestured for Adam to lower his voice and tone.

	“Kid,” the bartender said. “I know you really aren’t twenty-one yet. I don’t say anything, I let you guys play here, but don’t start lecturing me about life. You don’t know shit.”

	“As opposed to you, who knows when it’s okay to lie and cheat.”

	“Get out.” The bartender, pointing to the exit, started to move out from behind the bar. “Get out.”

	“Hey, man, hey,” FDR moved to intercept the bartender. Adam was already grabbing his newspaper and notebook. “Stay cool, man,” standing in the way, FDR prevented the bartender from further pursuit.

	Out in the cold Adam hugged his coat around himself and started home. It was a fifteen minute walk, just enough for him to cool off and for his thoughts to wander elsewhere.

	By the time Adam was back at the apartment, his mind had returned to a tune he wanted to write. Shifting through the clutter of furniture and boxes that filled much of the space, he pushed aside one of the always moving room dividers to get to the ladder up to his loft. Doing this brought him into the effective ‘bedroom’ of one of the other roommates, whose space was just below the loft. That roommate, whom Adam managed with difficulty to recall being named Rob something, was on the bed, naked. As was Joey.

	“Um, uh, hey there, uh . . . Adam,” Rob, or whatever his name was, poked his head back up. “I, uh, I just, uh, lost my wallet. We’re back here looking for it.”

	Adam stared for a long moment, then without a word turned around, walked out of the apartment, and all the way back to the bar.

	He found FDR and the bartender just where he left them, chatting and watching Saturday Night Live in the background.

	“I thought I told you to get out,” the bartender said as Adam approached.

	“You won’t believe what I just saw,” Adam said to FDR.

	In reply he got a sort of shrug and gesture toward the bartender.

	“Oh, right. Yeah, I’m sorry. Listen.”

	He sat down on the barstool again and recounted what he had seen.

	“Man, guys need to hang up a sock or somethin’.” FDR said.

	“A sock?”

	“Ya know, like a do not disturb sign, man.”

	“But they were . . .”

	“Yeah.”

	“Together.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Wow kid,” the bartender said. “You don’t know shit.”

	With an incredulous stare Adam looked between the two men.

	“Man,” FDR said, “we met Joey at the YMCA, remember?”

	“Yeah, but I didn’t realize, you know, Joey . . .”

	“How you think he gets by man? How you think he got us that place, or that van?”

	“You’re saying he’s a,” Adam furrowed his brow, “a prostitute?”

	“I ain’t think he’s gettin’ paid like that, no sir. Gets by on his looks and charm.”

	“How long you been livin’ there kid?” the bartender asked, “and this is the first you’re hearing about this.”

	“How was I suppose to know? They’ve been hiding it. They lied about it, right there to my face.”

	“I told you everybody lies about their sex life.”

	“Why though?”

	“Probably because they think you’re some kinda hater,” FDR said.

	“Me?” Adam was incredulous.

	“Sure. You’re always readin’ the Post and talkin’ about Gingrich that and McCain this and the Democrats are idiots and writin’ songs about makin’ fun of the president. They think you’re some freak whose gonna hate on ‘em.”

	“I . . . would never have done that at all.”

	“Looks like you’re freakin’ out to me man.”

	“I’m just surprised. I had no idea.”

	“So there ya go kid,” the bartender said. “Now you see why people lie about sex.”

	 

	If Adam ever mentioned the ‘lost wallet’ incident to anybody else then nothing ever came of it. In fact, if anything, he went out of his way to be nicer to all the roommates. Knowing that he knew, yet did not seem to care, led Joey to spend more time talking with Adam, or at least listening to his rants or long-winded sermons.

	Years later, while campaigning, some of Adam’s opponents would put out the rumor that he and Joey had been lovers. That Adam had lived in New York in an apartment with gay men was trotted out as a corroborating fact. The whole notion was laughable to anybody who knew Adam, or his wife, and especially to anyone who knew Angela.

	A more damaging attack ad run against Adam showed him telling an audience, in New York, that he did not like their city. Of course, in full context, what he said was ‘I don’t like your city as much as I should.’ It was something that would stay with him for the rest of his life. As that spring turned into summer, New York lost the last of its allure. What had started as a mystical, fantasy city peopled by magical beings had become a cyberpunk dystopia. As he moved through the city now Adam saw everything through a dark ‘Blade Runner’ lens. There was the corporate power brokers with their fancy laptops and cellular phones, always jacked in to the network, the merger of man and machine, the mechanization of everything, the dark skies filled with industrial pollution and the flying cars of the mega-wealthy passing above the yawning empty space between themselves and the downtrodden masses. He saw the religious and paranoid performing their personal rituals in the shadows, the lost ones with zombified looks shambling through the night, the vampiric predators and changelings, and stalking somewhere behind it all, an unspeakable thing, indescribable in nature, that threatened to devour one’s soul.

	Despite the occasional paying gig Adam and FDR still spent much of their time panhandling with guitars in the city subways and calling on soup kitchens. As the summer wore on and the city sweltered FDR found more days in which hangovers kept him home. On these days Adam went out on his own, though his distaste for playing for spare change led him to procrastinate, wandering the city looking for a ‘perfect’ spot.

	It was in this way that, acting on a whim, Adam wandered downtown one day and right into the gallery of a city council meeting. It was dry stuff, I imagine, but Adam knew all the issues, having read about them in various newspapers. He spent the entire afternoon there, listening to the debates and proceedings, then went straight home and, while pacing back and forth below his loft, explained to a half-awake FDR why it was all wrong and the things he would have done if he had been in charge. He went back the next day.

	Although Adam had opinions, on the small-scale as well as the grand, he found it hard to incorporate city ordinances into songs. In fact he had written very little for several months, instead spending more time pacing and haranguing FDR, or whoever happened to be in the apartment at the time, on the poor state of the city. FDR, in turn, was spending more time drunk, hung over, or acquiring the next drink.

	I don’t really know if Adam drove out FDR with his constant political talk or if, as Adam claimed later, they fired him because of his own issues. Either way FDR started missing gigs, stopped panhandling with Adam altogether, stopped making any money, then just faded away. There was no big fight or official announcement, just one day he packed his guitar and clothes, and left.

	In his absence there came a string of deadbeat roommates and a quest to find a new singer for the still unnamed band. In the first case it was a matter of insufficient standards. Rob, or whatever his name was, was not discerning enough in his choices, a boon to Adam but a detriment now as various dropouts wound up crashing in the empty loft for a month or two without ever paying rent and then disappearing altogether. In the latter case the standards were too high. FDR had not been a good singer by any definition but he complemented Adam’s style, something nobody else could match. Joey found a dozen or so applicants, all of whom Adam rejected. When Joey noted that they really could not afford to be so choosey Adam said, “I would not want to be successful with any of them by my side.”

	 

	That spring Adam turned twenty-one. It was a monumental birthday even for a non-drinker, because on that day Adam got full, unrestricted control of the remainder of his inheritance.

	He used some of this wealth to buy a new, new in this case meaning less old, van for the band. The rest he set aside, vowing not to burn through it as fast as he had with his cash fund when he first came to New York.

	Turning twenty-one also opened up some other new venues for Adam. Joey said he could get them some regular work if Adam would stop being so particular about everything. Adam agreed. 

	So for the next six months Adam, Joey, and two guys Adam had never met and never spoke with more than necessary, worked as a jazz quartet at a trendy jazz club. Jazz, Adam came to realize, was a physical, acoustic embodiment of that evil, inhuman, soul-devouring force that he imagined to haunt the dark corners of the city. It was crap, the opposite of music. It was also something that, to his constant consternation, he was really good at. As much as he had always envisioned himself at center stage of a rock opera, the random jam sessions he and Abe held throughout high school had always been more jazz than anything else.

	He still did not earn enough money to cover rent on a consistent basis, not without digging into what he called his “mom’s gift,” but it was a dragon horde compared to what they made at the local dive bars. By the summer Adam was feeling good enough about money to buy some new instruments and spring for studio time with which to record a demo tape. With the prospect of having a real album out there he dropped his high standards for their new singer, and within a couple weeks Joey found somebody who was good enough.

	The demo they recorded was an eclectic mix of Adam’s love non-ballads, rock epics, and political lampoons. I got to hear it once, for despite often calling it a demo ‘tape’ it was of course digitally recorded and preserved for all posterity. I thought it sounded like the jazz equivalent of Rage Against The Machine.

	His new wealth also enabled Adam to forego guitar panhandling. He still headed downtown many days though, spending his time listening to city council meetings. It was also at this time that his attention turned to the upcoming presidential election, now in full swing.

	“Bush is a moron,” Adam said on more than one occasion, without looking up from where he sat in his loft, hunched over a desk, writing, a guitar crammed in his lap.

	“See,” Rob said, “even Adam agrees with me.”

	“He doesn’t agree with you,” said the latest roommate. “He’ll still be voting for Bush.”

	“If he does he’s the only one I know who will be.”

	“That doesn’t mean anything. A bunch of people will vote for him because he’s the guy they’d rather have a beer with.”

	“I love how the election comes down to that,” Rob said. “Issues? Screw that, who’s the better guy to watch the game with?”

	“I wouldn’t want to have a beer with any of them. It would probably be really awkward. What would you even talk about?”

	“Doesn’t Bush like baseball?”

	“Does he even drink? I thought he was all religious about that.”

	“Well then he fits with Adam. He doesn’t drink either.”

	The other roommate looked up at the loft. “Adam, do you not drink for religious reasons or is it something else?”

	“That’s the wrong question.” Again Adam did not look up as he responded. “People who don’t drink should never have to explain themselves. The real question is why the hell anybody would choose to drink alcohol at all.”

	The two looked at each other and shrugged. “Well, say Adam votes for Bush,” Rob said. “That’s still two to one. Hey Joey.” He called across to where Joey was making something in the corner kitchenette. “Who you voting for?”

	Joey was quite good at ignoring conversations nearby in the apartment and so looked up in surprise at hearing his name. He paused and stammered a moment. “Oh, is that today?”

	“It’s next week. Are you even going to vote?”

	“You are aware this whole election thing is going on right?” the other roommate said.

	“Um,” Joey said. “I was thinking I would vote for Nader.”

	This got a scoff from up in the loft. “Fucking Nader.”

	“I don’t think you have to worry Adam,” Rob said. “He won’t win.”

	“Nader is as bad as fucking Gore,” Adam continued. “They’re both fucking hippies.”

	“Told you he wouldn’t vote for Gore,” the other roommate said.

	“I didn’t say he would,” Rob held out his hands, “I just said he didn’t like Bush . . .”

	“Nader and Gore are both part of the environmentalist, global warming hysteria crowd.” Adam said, turning in his seat to look down at the apartment. “Environmentalism is just another word for nihilism, and they’ve bought into the whole anti-human notion. Fucking hippies want to tear down all human progress and so-called ‘global warming’ is their vehicle to do just that.”

	“Their vehicle?” the other roommate said, and Rob closed his eyes and braced himself.

	“To reshape civilization. They’ve concocted this phony bullshit science, built from inaccurate temperature sites taken from heat islands in cities and meaningless historical data. They use to think the world was cooling! Now they say it’s warming, because their data is just fucking noise. They want it to say something catastrophic so they can panic everybody into giving them the power they . . . You know, why do I fucking bother? You guys never listen.”

	With that Adam got up and drew the curtain that separated off his loft, sealing himself away from the rest of the apartment.

	Rob turned to the new roommate. “You got off easy. Last time he got started on global warming he talked all night.”

	 

	If Adam never liked New York as much as he should then, by the new year, he had at least made a certain peace with the city. He had lived on its streets, frequented its seediest bars and trendier jazz clubs. He’d seen all the sites, sat in on city council meetings, and even volunteered for various campaigns, putting up signs or seeking petition signatures. He had achieved a certain kind of success. Even if nobody was interested in his demo tape, he had at least made one. He could forever say that he had written and recorded a rock album.

	The three band members, Adam, Joey, and some singer whose name I never got, began a concerted push to promote their music. They posted some of their songs on the internet, hoping to draw out crowds for the small-scale shows they got. They spoke at one point to a music industry talent scout, or at least a suited man who claimed to be such, who told them he thought their sound was crude, even if they had obvious talent.

	Having made peace with the city, though, Adam was also done with it, and in talking with Joey found he agreed. They decided they would quit New York and move out to Los Angeles, presuming there were more music agents and more chances to get noticed out there.

	Their singer, however, was not in agreement, with either a move to L.A. or Adam’s musical direction in general. When Adam and Joey both insisted on moving to L.A. he quit. So began a search for another singer. They had just found one when their van, sputtering along since they bought it, died for good. They scrounged up enough money for a replacement, but by the time they did, their new singer had quit, or at least disappeared and was not to be heard from again.

	Joey suggested they head to L.A. right away, but Adam was once more seized by a vision. Starting anew meant arriving in this new city as a fully formed musical force, ready to begin their conquest, and not having a singer was anathema to their destiny. Moreover, having two singers quit left Adam in no mood to settle on somebody.

	They also, Adam decided, needed a name for the band. The demo ‘tapes’ and music files always labeled the artist just as ‘Adam Hanson’ since he was the one who paid for them and they had no other name. Adam did not want to hog the glory and did not see himself as a solo act anyway, so a proper arrival in L.A. required a band name. Trying to find something satisfactory itself consumed a couple weeks of their time, without success.

	In this way their big move was postponed through spring and summer. Joey turned twenty-one in July and Adam got to serve as designated driver for a freewheeling bar crawl. The next day his hung-over friend said to him, “Adam, what are we doing? We’re never going to be rock stars.”

	“I’m going to be one.” Adam said without doubt.

	“We can’t even get to L.A. We were supposed to leave six months ago. Doesn’t it feel like maybe we’re just, I don’t know, wasting our lives?”

	“Is pursuing a dream a waste?”

	“I . . . I don’t know.”

	“Give it more time. Tell you what, why don’t we just go? Let’s pick a band name, paint it on the van, and start off. We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

	This got a broad smile from Joey. “You sound like me. No, you were right, we should get our shit together before we take off to some new city.”

	“And we will. Another few months it’ll start coming together. We can leave New York as it starts to turn cold and hang out in southern California this winter.”

	He nodded as Adam spoke. “I like the sound of that.”

	 

	Adam was still spending several days a week downtown, watching the proceedings of the city council. He was walking down there one morning, lost in his own thoughts, when he became aware of some major commotion.

	Looking over, Adam saw people running and heard a siren. Without any rush he turned from his route and walked a block over. From there he had a full view of the World Trade Center towers. One of them was on fire at the top, like a burning cigarette.

	A fire so high up looked impossible to put out. Adam recalled a city council debate some months back about the budget for emergency services. It had ended up cut, a decision he disagreed with then and now enjoyed the ramifications with a mirthful amusement.

	This thought was preoccupying him when he became aware of the airplane swooping in on the far side of the towers. Adam watched the plane slam into the south tower, creating an explosion through its structure. For a moment he thought the plane would emerge from the other side and continue straight toward him, but instead the tower began to smoke and burn.

	From there Adam, like so many others, was a stunned spectator. He remained where he was as people ran about and fire trucks poured down the street. At a slow walk he made his way closer, watching as the twin towers burned, now looking like something out of Mordor.

	Adam continued to watch in horror and wonder as the south tower gave way and began its cascading collapse. He had thought he was rather far from the towers, but now a great cloud of dust roiled down the street toward him. People were running away. Adam knew this was futile and instead ducked down between a pair of parked cars for cover.

	The dust rolled over them, casting the world into darkness. Adam hunkered beneath a car’s bumper, clenched his eyes closed and covered his head. When the cloud was clear Adam got up and shook dust off his clothes. With a stunned shamble he continued northward, moving away from the towers, before at last he stopped. Here, he turned around and continued to watch as the north tower also collapsed.

	The towers of the sorcerers were gone, but more than that, the idea of them was gone. They were normal human lives ended not by righteous heroes but with the perfunctory brutality of a dark jihad. Standing there still covered in dust he would never quite shake off, Adam was filled with an awakening rage. It was something that just writing songs about wielding a flaming sword against the forces of evil would never quench. He would have to take up that sword.

	



	

Chapter 5

	 

	THE EVENT

	 

	Everybody remembers where they were at the time of The Event. I was at home, working in my office, my notebook offline such that I did not notice anything amiss at first. For me all that occurred was an intense rattling of the windows. I thought it was some kind of earthquake, but it faded fast and, absorbed as I was, I thought no more of it.

	A minute later my wife poked in and told me I should ‘come see this.’ In the front room she had our big screen tuned to a news stream, which of itself was unusual. The big screen was for movie or entertainment streams, for video games.

	I sat down next to her on the couch, and she put her arms around me. It was only then that I picked up on something being wrong.

	We sat there, and watched in stunned silence, for the next several hours. It was almost midnight when I at last got a phone call.

	“Yes . . . uh-huh . . . yes she is . . . okay . . . okay.”

	I hung up. “Honey, grab our ‘to-go’ bags. We have to leave.”

	“We?”

	“You’re still my press secretary right? Until I find a replacement?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Then we have to go. Adam needs us.”

	 

	Miguel Villarreal was a mechanic and an environmentalist. He owned a large plot of land in Homestead, just south of Miami, Florida, as well as a car shop. At his extensive ranch house he installed solar panels on the roof and a wind turbine that powered a pump to fill a water tower. The water could then be drained to turn a generator, giving a crude energy storage system. He lived off the electric grid, a fact that these days made him much wealthier then average. At his shop he retrofitted cars with engines that ran on biodiesel or on-board batteries, an expanding business.

	Some of this small fortune got donated to various environmental groups, many of whom had to turn around and donate the money to victim’s funds because of the bad PR. He had contacts in a lot of these groups, including some Australian anarchists who sailed out on retrofitted, armed and armored trawlers in order to attack Japanese whaling ships. In turn the anarchists had contacts with a Russian arms dealer, who had contacts with Pakistani intelligence services.

	On Friday, the sixteenth of February, according to some well-researched investigations that would come out later, Villarreal drove into the city, to the port of Miami, in a manual-driven, biodiesel-fueled, moving truck he had overhauled. At the port he accepted delivery of a large crate that was loaded into the back of his truck. He often had whole engines shipped in from China, so this was nothing new, nothing suspicious.

	From there he drove back to his ranch. The next day, the Saturday of a long weekend, he spent modifying his moving truck. He cut out a hole in the back of the passenger cab, just behind the passenger side seat, giving direct access to the cargo area. With the hole cut he installed a little doorway panel there then reinstalled the passenger seat, concealing the portal. The meaning and motivation of this is something poured over by conspiracy theorists, with nobody offering an adequate explanation. He also cut away some of the crate in the back. The FBI would later find plywood sheets at the ranch.

	The next day he began a long drive northward. He was meticulous, keeping his speed at fifty-five, obeying all traffic laws. He took two full days to get to Washington D.C., sleeping Sunday night, in the driver’s seat, at a Savannah truck stop.

	Villarreal arrived in D.C. around dusk on President’s Day. He got off the freeway at Pennsylvania Avenue, chosen, most believe, for its famous address. He did not drive to the White House, though, or even get close. Around five-thirty in the evening Villarreal pulled over at a metered parking spot at around six-hundred Pennsylvania Avenue.

	The exact sequence of events that happened next is unknown and the subject of outlandish speculation. Once he was parked, Villarreal probably used his secret portal to climb into the back of his truck. Sitting back here, in a half-dismantled wooden cargo container, was a ten kiloton yield fission bomb, originating in Pakistan and having passed through at least six different countries before arriving in Miami.

	Some believe Villarreal intended to set some kind of timer, then leave the truck and use the D.C. Metro to get out of the city to the airport, where he would catch a flight to South America. According to this theory, he was setting up the timer and shorted something, detonating the bomb with himself still there. Others postulate that someone with such experience working on electric car batteries would never have made such a mistake. Everyone wonders about the portal to the front cab, whose existence is only known from video documentation Villarreal left at his ranch. That video of the portal’s installation included no spoken words, so it was unknown if the portal was installed to give access to the back without opening the rear gate and risking someone seeing the bomb, or if it had some other purpose.

	At five thirty-seven at night, local time, whether by intention or shorted timer wire, the nuclear bomb detonated. There was an initial flash of light, like sustained lightning. Then the blast wave hit, passing through the city so quickly the buildings at first did not appear to have time to react. There was a split second in which the wave moved by like a ghost. Then the buildings collapsed, their exposed faces crumbling inward, their structures toppling, windows and doors slammed open and shattered.

	The blast passed through buildings east of the capitol, disintegrating the offices of congressmen and lobbyists. The Capitol Building itself took the full force of the blast, its eastern face smashed in even as half the dome remained standing. The Supreme Court Building was reduced to rubble. On the Mall itself the National Air and Space Museum and the National Art Gallery both took glancing blows that shattered glass, toppled sculptures and aircraft replicas, and left cracks through the walls and foundations. The metro tunnels in that corner of the city collapsed entirely.

	After that, came the fireball. In an act that some compared to the burning of the Great Library at Alexandria, the Library of Congress was caught in the firestorm. Several parks around the area were incinerated as well, and an electrical fire started at Union Station that burned through the night.

	Further afield a random sampling of windows broke in the White House. The reflecting pool on the National Mall ended up filled with ash, which made for some dramatic, award-winning photos. The Washington Monument and Lincoln Memorial were unscathed, which made for some dramatic speeches and commentary.

	That was the overpressure and the fireball, which are believed to have killed approximately twenty thousand people. Following on was the radiation, and following that, the fear of radiation. The fire at Union Square consumed several blocks while the fire department hesitated to approach, having been called off by the commissioner for fear of radiation exposure. The decisions on that front created controversies weeks later with wild finger pointing over what should or should not have been known and done. Rescue crews were held back from entering the center of the blast zone the next day for just the same reason. Those buried in the metro stations were doomed to wait in vain for rescue, while those in charge scrambled to figure out what areas were safe.

	On that calm President’s Day night the prevailing winds sent fallout on a lazy north-northeast drift before it settled across a wide swath of the city.

	 

	I had been drinking coffee ever since Air Force Two took off. By the time the conference call started, I was wired out of my mind.

	Adam sat at the center point of the semi-circular table in the swank plane’s forward conference room, flanked by Manny and Dr. Graham. I sat next to the doctor, struggling to keep a grip on my wits.

	The table was arrayed to face a bank of video conference monitors. On the other end of these were similar setups, semi-circular tables, principles in the center, an arc of aides and advisors around them. One screen showed Secretary of Homeland Security, former congressman and former cop, Bob Geare, expansive as always. Other screens brought us a pair of Browning holdovers: CIA director Ron Delaney at another undisclosed location, and Secretary of Defense Stafford Carver, holding court at the Pentagon. The main screen had President McHenry himself, his son and his chief of staff Arnold Marshal around him as always, joined by his national security advisor and attorney general. They were aboard Air Force One, like us already in flight.

	“. . . not an isolated incident,” Secretary Bob said, not for the first time I’m certain, since the phrase, spoken in his bellicose tone, was stuck echoing through my head.

	“We have no evidence of that,” Secretary Carver said, only to be interrupted by Delaney.

	“Defense Intelligence has no evidence. We’ve had reports for the last few weeks of multiple Pakistani bombs going missing from . . .”

	“Those reports aren’t reliable,” said the national security advisor, another bellicose ex-military guy and longtime McHenry aide.

	Carver threw up his hands. “If the facts aren’t reliable why are they in the NSA reports?”

	“The chance of this being a coordinated attack is low and rapidly becoming zero. The multiple bombs line comes from one report you keep mentioning, and it was only . . .”

	“Wait,” Marshal said, “if we had evidence of this in a report why the hell doesn’t Defense Intelligence know about it?”

	“Defense has received all our reports,” Delaney said.

	“That report isn’t credible,” Secretary Carver said. “This group that’s claiming responsibility, it looks like it consists of just one guy, who probably blew himself up as well.”

	“That’s complete garbage,” Bob said. “There’s no way just one person could do this by themselves. There had to be dozens or hundreds of people involved in getting that bomb to the United States, and if there are that many people there’s no reason to believe they don’t have more bombs.”

	“And where would those bombs have come from?” Carver said. “We don’t have credible evidence of nukes going missing.”

	“You just believe what the I.S.I. claims about its nukes?!”

	“Well why stop there? If we don’t believe anybody then anything is possible.”

	“Yes, anything is possible!” Bob’s face was now nuclear fireball red. “Did you just sleep through yesterday? The capitol has been nuked! Anything is possible!”

	“Gentlemen!” the president said. “Gentlemen, what I need to know right now is: are there more bombs out there about to go off?”

	The conference fell silent. I took a sip of coffee and wondered why I needed to be in this meeting. Nobody else moved.

	“Of course there are more bombs!” Adam said, his shout itself a bomb in the silence it interrupted. “This is obviously a well-coordinated plot. This eco-group, whatever they are, they are obviously well-organized, they obviously . . .”

	“Nothing about them looks well-organized,” Carver said. “They’ve got some under-construction website and halfassed social stream account. It looks like one guy.”

	“Which is obviously a front for a larger group! Do you think this guy imported a nuclear bomb all by himself?! That he ordered it on fucking Amazon!”

	“That doesn’t mean he has more.”

	“You’re willing to take that chance?”

	Even over the video-conference Carver could not match stares with Adam. There was some shifting and shuffling of hands across the array of screens.

	“What are our options gentlemen?” the president asked.

	“Sir, we need to declare martial law,” Adam said. “Now. Across the entire country.”

	President McHenry sank back in his chair. “That’s a large step.”

	On the opposite end of the table from me Michael Franks, the lawyer, leaned in toward the video screens. “The Constitution does allow for the suspending of habeas corpus in times of invasion.”

	“Throughout the whole country?” the president said. “It would not be popular. I would prefer to proceed with congressional backing.”

	“Sir,” Bob said, “we don’t even know how much of congress is left alive right now.”

	This brought a somber, loaded pause across the conference.

	“I hope we can make the American people understand,” Adam said, “but even if it isn’t popular, it is necessary. We have to find how many other bombers are out there.”

	The jowls on McHenry’s face sank, as if it were melting under atomic fire. “I will need to think about this. We’ll reconvene as soon as we land.”

	As the screens went dark, Adam shot out of his seat and began pacing, ricocheting around the small room.

	“Can you fucking believe this?” he said. “This is treason. An American blows up the American capitol. Haven’t I been saying this the whole time? These environmental extremists will stop at nothing. They are fundamentally anti-human. With a fucking nuclear weapon!”

	“Are we even sure it was environmentalists at all?” I asked. “All we have is this one guy claiming responsibility on a webpost.”

	“Oh, it’s them.” Adam shot back.

	“No one else claimed responsibility,” Manny said.

	“It’s them. I knew it would fucking one day come to this. You protest nukes by nuking something. It’s classic bassackwards hippy logic.”

	“Were they protesting nukes?” I asked.

	“They were protesting me. They were trying to kill me and the president, of course. They’re mad about our support of nuclear energy. As if they had a fucking plan themselves! What would they run the country on? Fucking solar? Bunch of fucking simpleton idiots. Nukes equals bad, that’s all they fucking understand, except if you use a nuke to blow up your enemies. They fucking think humans are unnatural, which is so fucking stupid, they think humans are the opposite of nature. Nature good, humans bad. Trust me, they would be quite fucking happy if the entire human race was wiped out! Except themselves of course, so they can live in their hippy commune utopia. Not that they would last a week without electricity or the internet. God, they could really do it. They could really fucking do it.”

	Looking around I noticed the others, like me, were looking drowsy. I forced myself to my feet. “Sir. You look exhausted. We all do. Why don’t we get some rest?”

	“No, we can’t,” he rushed over to me. “We have to start working on a plan. We need to figure out what to do.”

	“Isn’t that Secretary Geare’s job? The president asked him for . . .”

	“Yes, yes, but for the long term. We need a plan for the long term.”

	“Can the long term not wait?” I asked.

	“No! The nation has been invaded Sam, we’re behind the curve. We have to get out in front of this.”

	“Well, sir, if you must, but I don’t think you need me for . . .”

	“No, no, Sam. I need you now more than ever.” As I tried to step by he moved in front of me and grabbed me by the shoulders. “I can’t be putting on town hall shows anymore. You have to be my eyes and ears to the country. They’ll understand, won’t they? The American people? They’ll understand what we have to do now, declaring martial law?”

	“Sir . . . Adam. You don’t need me to tell you the answer to that.”

	His eyes grew brighter as his gaze drifted off over my shoulder. “Yes. Yes, you’re right. Thank you Sam.”

	 

	I found the psychological effects of the bomb mirrored its physical ones. The initial shock was devastating. Some, like Dr. Graham or my wife, just seemed to collapse. They spent the next few days functional in the sense that a hollowed-out shell might still be called a building. Others, like Adam and Secretary Bob, like Union Square, erupted into flames that would not stop burning. Still others, myself or the Capitol Building, were smashed and left partly collapsed, yet still standing in mute testament to what had happened.

	When I was told we were flying to an undisclosed location, and told no more than that, I assumed we were going to some bunker, some secret presidential fallout shelter in the middle of the wilderness somewhere, built and kept prepared for just such a contingency. Instead, we ended up in Denver, at the Eyrie.

	I had not been there since the night of the election, and just like that night, I found myself with little to do. Meetings were perfunctory, meals held in stifling silence, sleep was fleeting. Thinking about work seemed impossible; thinking about anything else seemed pointless.

	Meanwhile, there was the news stream coverage. Many of us spent an inordinate amount of time over the next few days watching, enough that it left all of us feeling frazzled and radioactive. Moods varied with the new cycle, oscillating between soul-crushing numbness and inchoate rage.

	The big story at first was the rescue efforts, hampered by fear of radiation exposure and the problem of uncontained fires. Volunteer rescue crews ventured into ‘hot’ zones to look for survivors, in particular people believed buried in the metro tunnels.

	There was time spent replaying the footage of the blast. Cameras streaming to the internet had caught the initial explosion before the flash burned out their lenses. Further afield was more dramatic footage. A camera captured the mushroom cloud, lit up on the underside by the fireball, rising in the background with Capitol Hill right in front. Security cameras in some places provided earthquake-like footage of buildings collapsing from the inside. Footage from across the river got the whole thing in wide perspective: the flash, the shock wave a few second later, and the cloud, all framed against the darkening sky.

	Contrast this with current pictures of Washington. The National Guard set up a cordon around the district with checkpoints along every major road. The city itself, in epic disorganized fashion, had been evacuated. Andrews Air Force Base was now a massive refugee camp. Thousands more were camped on public land among the Maryland and Virginia satellite communities of D.C., in FEMA trailers or just on their own, with the carloads of stuff they brought with them. Some camps looked like giant post-apocalyptic tailgate parties, while others looked like third world ghettos.

	Still there were people who got back in to Washington. Not enough to start the wide-scale looting the National Guard feared, just crazy people venturing in to visit and photograph the devastation. Journalists, or wannabes, lacking much sense made their way to the supposed location of ground zero to photograph the blocks of leveled buildings and burnt out husks.

	Interspersed with these live pictures were graphics showing the blast zone, the damage zone, whatever that meant, the hot zones, the active fires. A more macabre graphic, perhaps meant to show bipartisan solidarity, depicted the makeup of congress, not by party but color-coded as alive, dead, or unaccounted for.

	There was talk of the perpetrator, what was known about him, interviews with his ex-wife, who thought him crazy, and his adult children, who did not and insisted there was a mistake. Research was done on the environmental groups he supported, the anti-whalers and climate change activists and green anarchists who had been pushing for action ever since the oil spike.

	For the first few days after, there was also the tales of the missing. Pictures labeled ‘have you seen me’ overran social streams, to be replaced over time by little red peace symbols that came to be the icon for the victims. Vain searches motivated more than a few of those who slipped past the National Guard cordon to enter the hot zone.

	Then of course there was talk of retaliation. The Pakistani government insisted the bomb had not come from them, that all their nuclear weapons were accounted for. Some began to speculate that the bomb came from Iran, operating under the assumption that Iran did indeed have nuclear weapons. There was talk of invading one or both countries to secure their nuclear arsenal. There was talk of nuking them back, for whatever sense that made.

	Throughout the days and the continuous broadcasts there was always the discussion of what to call all this. Many went for ‘President’s Day Attack’ or ‘President’s Day Bombing,’ and these handles would see use well into the future. But for some reason many settled on calling it just ‘The Event,’ always capitalized, always in a low tone, no other explanation necessary.

	 

	On that first night, President McHenry went on national television from his bunker at Whiteman Air Force Base to declare that the United States of America was under attack and that he was suspending the writ of habeas corpus while ports were secured and the FBI and CIA assured there were no other live bombs out there.

	It was a terse announcement that only frayed all those irradiated nerves. On news streams it created more footage of packed highways leading out of major cities, of giant crowds at national parks and miniature boom times in minor tourist towns. Checkpoints along major highways created miles long traffic jams. Every truck was searched, every driver questioned.

	So many of Adam’s staff were at the Eyrie that it became a crowded bunker itself. Holly and I slept on the floor of a guest room we shared with the Huberts.

	Adam paced the halls at all hours. “Iran is behind this. I know it. I can feel it. It’s too perfect a setup.” Much of the time he was talking to himself, even if someone was standing around to listen.

	“The president sure seems to think it was Pakistan,” Manny told him. “That’s what all the intelligence reports say.”

	“They say it came through Pakistan. Nobody has figured out where it came from.”

	On the Friday night after the bombing Rudy approached Adam as he stormed about on the balcony overlooking the city. “Mr. Vice President? I just got news, they’ve finished accounting for all the missing congress people.”

	Adam turned to him with a stare more intense the ever, the lights in his eyes now nuclear powered.

	“A total of forty-seven were killed, representatives and senators. Including one of our own. Keith Bradford.”

	“Texas twenty-seventh district. He was a marine corps officer.” Adam hung his head. “With Geare and Ford in the cabinet that leaves us with only thirty-four congressmen left. And only Allen in the senate.”

	“All the survivors from congress are being gathered at the Camp David bunker.”

	“Any news from the president?”

	Rudy nodded eagerly. “He’ll be addressing a special joint session on Monday.”

	“Any word on the proposed security bill?”

	“No.”

	“Of course. Damn it. We need to act now. We should head back too.”

	“The president wants you to remain out here sir,” Manny, standing next to me, said.

	“No, I didn’t come this far to hide away at a moment of crisis. We need to rally everyone to what must be done. We will head back to D.C. first thing tomorrow.”

	 

	Now, the Presidential Bunker at Camp David was the sort of bunker I imagined ending up in right after The Event. It was underground, filled with communal bunk areas, a cafeteria, a gym, rec rooms, and mock versions of the congressional chambers. It was built, I was told, to replace a similar facility at Greenbrier Resort that was active during the Cold War.

	Upon arriving, we found a strange, paranoid, ironic setup already established. The representatives and senators themselves, as high profile targets, were all living within the bunker, sleeping on bunk beds in large communal rooms and using communal bathrooms and showers. They lived down there as if the surface world had been reduced to a radioactive wasteland. This not being the case, everyone else was going about a more normal life. The president stayed at the topside Camp David residence, and all the congressional aides and staffers were at nearby hotels, which were nicer and roomier than the bunker. Some congress-people chose to do the same, but living topside was a tacit admission that one was not important enough to be targeted by terrorists and thus warrant the security of the bunker. Egos kept most of Congress living in conditions reminiscent of Adam’s experience in New York.

	Those of us in Adam’s entourage got put into the suites reserved for visiting foreign dignitaries, which were even more cramped than our quarters at the Eyrie. I spent that weekend getting in touch with my staff, most of whom were alive and accounted for, trying to assess the status of my office, which was intact but within the off-limits hot zone, and trying to get access to my server backups. By Monday we had a new, temporary office space and a new, temporary server setup in a Baltimore suburb.

	On Monday night, exhausted and drained, I staggered over to join Adam as we headed down into the bunker. We followed a secret service detail to a faux-rustic looking lodge, which contained a modern elevator. From there we descended into something that looked like a Star Trek set. Floor lighting lit up grey-paneled walls with touch-screen computers embedded in them at regular intervals. Most of the doors were automatic, sliding open as one approached. The cafeteria had white, frosted, underlit tables.

	At the end of a long corridor, we stepped into what must have been the holodeck. The congressional chamber was a replica of the real one, giving it a pre-industrial look out of place with the sliding door egress.

	From the balcony, Adam made his way down into the pit to take his place sitting behind the president. Dr. Graham, Manny, Franks, and I found seats in the nosebleed section.

	There were cameras and media types present, and plenty of staffers and hangers-on like ourselves. Everyone who would get an invite to a State of the Union address had been invited here, the smaller venue notwithstanding.

	President McHenry entered from a side door and ran a gauntlet of handshakes before mounting the central podium. As everyone settled in, he gripped the lectern and scanned the audience, for a moment capturing the same bearing he once had surveying the Iraqi desert from atop a Bradley fighting vehicle.

	“My fellow Americans and esteemed members of Congress. One week ago our nation experienced the worst act of terrorism in the history of the world. Nuclear weapons have been with us for almost a century, but we have been lucky to avoid such an attack so far. Going forward we can no longer rely on luck. Before we can begin the hard work of rebuilding we must look first and foremost to strengthen our defenses. We can no longer assure ourselves that the terrorists who wish to do us harm are neutralized by our security forces or made ineffectual by their own reduced state. The enemies of America have atomic weapons and a willingness to use them!”

	I knew Adam had helped write this speech but did not realize I would hear him in every word.

	“I will not, I cannot, allow those who would destroy this country to continue their dark task unmolested. That is why, as the nation returns to work, I ask Congress for a speedy passage of the Global Security Act. This act will dismantle, and I say dismantle, not just reorganize, not just rename, but dismantle our multiple bloated security agencies who failed this country a week ago and merge all their assets into a single organization. The CIA, the NSA, the FBI, and various defense intelligence groups will now become the Global Security Agency, headed by a cabinet level post answerable directly to me. This single agency will be responsible for hunting the enemies of America, both foreign and domestic, no longer hampered by distinctions that ceased to concern the terrorists long ago.”

	This got a round of applause.

	“The Security Act will also define limits on the scope of the emergency measures we have taken. In this way proper measures can be taken to prevent and respond to terrorists in the future without compromising our fundamental freedoms.”

	This was the standing applause line, and the congress did not disappoint. The whole room rose, those of us in the upper benches jostling for elbow space as we applauded.

	The House of Representatives did not disappoint the next day either when they passed the Global Security Act in its complete form, unchanged from how Michael Franks and his staff drafted it the day after The Event.

	 

	On the first day of March, it was Adam’s turn to make a grand entrance to that time-capsule congressional chamber in the underground bunker. His audience was smaller since this was an actual in-session meeting of the Senate. Cameras still streamed the whole thing out to the nation, and traffic indicators said it was no less popular than President McHenry’s speech.

	Senators shook hands with Adam or, in a few cases, offered him salutes. He cracked an open-mouth grin every time he returned a salute, though he did return it every time.

	I was part of a smaller crowd in the upper balcony. I leaned over the railing to watch as Adam took the central podium and the senators migrated to their seats. They moved with a rigidity, as if afraid that even their physical motion could upset the delicate balance in the chamber. With the entire Senate present there were forty-eight republicans, forty-eight democrats, and Senator Rose, sitting in the back and looking pleased with himself. Different states had different rules for replacing dead senators, and so the final three seats, and with them control of the chamber, were yet to be determined.

	At the same time, Adam was surveying the Senators, perhaps judging their posturing and sense of balance just as I was. Then he declared an opening to this session of the Senate and, without further preamble, launched into a speech.

	“God wants us to be free. That’s why he created us with free will. But God also wants us to do something with that freedom, and that something is, to put it simply, to be heroes. Every one of us. Selfless, noble, brave, willing to sacrifice for our fellow, these are things at the core of America’s Christian heritage. When we are not heroes, when we do not stand up for what is right despite the consequences, then we instead sink into complacency. That is the America that existed two weeks ago. Apathy and executive orders have chipped away at our fortifications. When we do not rise to our calling, to the heroic calling God has for our nation, just as he has for each of us, then The Event is the inevitable result.

	“Our legal institutions were not capable of dealing with the threat posed to them, and now almost thirty-thousand people are dead as a result. Four senators, four of your colleagues, were killed in this cowardly act, and a fifth is fighting for his life tonight in a hospital oxygen tent. Thirty! Thousand! People!” He banged a fist against the lectern with each word.

	“I don't want to hear nitpicking about constraints on freedom and surrendering of liberties. The security act before us is not an excuse for extra-judicial punishments. It does not interfere with the independent judiciary, which remains the fundamental check on executive power. It is not, in any way, a surrender of our precious liberties. It is the opposite. What is freedom to everyone who died? What is liberty to my friend Senator Holden, who was vaporized by these criminals? Freedom is not the same thing as anarchy. Justice must rest on the foundation of a functioning state. It cannot spring forth out of chaos, and if we do not stop these terrorists chaos is exactly what we will be left with. This Security Act will ensure we do not have to resort to extra-judicial means; that we do not have to descend to barbarism in our fight against evil.

	“It does not matter how bright the torch of liberty used to shine once it is extinguished. Either way you are left in the dark, and that is exactly where our enemies wish us to be. If freedom is to mean anything, if that light is to keep shining and to have any value in our lives and in generations to come, then we must have a guarantor, a sentinel, that will stop at nothing to protect it, because our enemies will give us no quarter.

	“Yet today those that would protect have been ground down by the hampering and constraints we put on them, until they cannot protect us from something as wanton, as flagrant, as devastating, as an atomic bomb being brought into the heart of our capitol city. The rules, the checkboxes and bureaucracy, the jumble of three-letter acronym organizations, our protectors have not just one hand tied behind their back, but a hand tied with a Gordian knot. This Security Act is what cuts that knot and frees our guardians to do what must be done.

	“The alternative is chaos, and for a taste of that just look at the chaos this attack alone has wrought throughout the country. The American people are fleeing to the hills! Without security we live in fear. Without security the most basic functions of America cease to exist. Instability ruins business, grinds the economy to a halt. Our emergency funds and emergency responders become overdrawn and overtaxed as they rush to deal with crisis after crisis, never able to address the core problem. Without security we descend to a state of bedlam where lives are forfeited, promises of liberty become a cruel joke, and the pursuit of happiness is thwarted by a whirlwind of calamities and ineffectual responses. That is where those who stand up and pontificate on our loss of freedoms would leave us.”

	Adam drew a deep breath as he reached the crescendo. “A person who sacrifices themselves for their ideals, that is the essence of heroism. A nation, which is a concept, an ideal onto itself, a nation that sacrifices itself for an ideal? That is the essence of misguided tragedy. This act is not a sacrifice of our ideals! It is their embodiment!”

	Throughout the speech the entire chamber was thunderstruck, unable to interrupt for applause, unable to discern where the applause lines even were. That silent, rapt attention continued for a long moment after Adam concluded. Then the Senate was on its feet.

	Even before the thunderous standing ovation died down there were comments online hailing the ‘torch of liberty’ speech as one for the ages. I flipped to my mobile to see Dr. Graham’s post: ‘despite being in underground bunker VP speech blows roof off place.’

	Yet Adam was not quite done that night. When the ovation did end a senator remained standing, a man by the name of Arnold Wells. Adam, still acting in his vice-presidential role as President of the Senate, acknowledged the senator from Oregon and gave him the floor.

	“This Security Act you talk so grandly of, it, it makes a mockery of the Suspension Clause and the Sixth Amendment. And the Fourth Amendment. And, really, everything America stands for. I know,” he paused and smiled as somebody started ‘booing’ somewhere. “I know it’s not popular to say, but we liberals,” here he looked around at other senators, as if someone might stand up next to him, “we liberals in the truest sense, the people who respect liberty, we, or I, if no one else will, I will pledge myself to defending true freedom and true justice. We cannot sacrifice our ideals unless we surrender them.”

	Few heard him finish over the chorus of ‘boos’ that erupted from the upper balcony and even from fellow senators.

	“Oh, oh, oh,” Adam said, contorting his body as if he were in pain. “Oh, I was wondering when you would show up. There’s always somebody. Always the person who wants to respond with the cliche line, the standard response, even after they just listened to me address their exact point. There’s always someone who just wants to blindly say ‘freedom good, security bad,’ and quote a founding father, no thought on the matter, no reasoning, just assertions and evocation of the Bill of Rights as if that were some kind of magic spell.

	“Well fine. Fine! Have your vote of conscience, have your protest. I don’t need your vote, I don’t want your vote. The country is moving on without you. Follow your guiding star wherever you like, it will be blotted out by the morning sun rising on America soon enough. The United States will rise from this crisis stronger than ever, with no help from you so-called liberals. Everyone knows that word is a synonym for elitist, and now we’ve all see you for what you really are. You put your own rarified, ivory tower interpretation of justice above the actual threats and actual suffering of this nation. I just hope the American people remember it later. So let’s have your protest then! I call for a vote!”

	Instead what Adam got was another round of applause and cheers. Senator Wells looked about and sat back down.

	When order was restored and the vote taken, most of the Democrats, including the minority leader, joined all the Republicans and Senator Rose, the bill’s sponsor, in passing the Global Security Act, eighty-two to fifteen. Before the counting could even finish, some senators launched into a rendition of ‘God Bless America,’ hokey, off-key and heartfelt, that repeated and continued well after the final vote was cast.

	 

	Like some sort of morbid newlyweds, the media kept a strange focus on all the minor anniversaries of The Event. One day, one week, two weeks, one month, three months, a hundred days; all of these could not pass without remark. 

	Perhaps it was because the shockwaves were still reverberating everywhere. The stock market had yet to recover from the losses it suffered. Checkpoints along major highways still clogged traffic and created miniature prison camps of ordinary criminals caught up in the dragnet. Security sweeps of ports still delayed every form of shipment and travel. National park refugee camps were still filled with those who evacuated D.C., or who fled other cities for fear of follow on attacks.

	I was in the process of trying to reestablish my business. After moving back into our condo I had our temporary offices relocated to a semi-permanent set up in Alexandria, just across the river from the still cordoned off hot zone. Experts from the Nuclear Safety Administration had declared radiation levels low enough to be safe, but fear levels were still too high to reopen that part of the city.

	All the data on my servers had been recovered, but getting new servers, in particular the components for high end AI cores, was an ordeal. At ports throughout the country every cargo container was being scanned, creating backlogs of ships waiting to dock that stretched far out to sea. On roads in every major city there were checkpoints and roadblocks scanning or searching every truck or van. Shipping anything was impossible; getting anything delivered was hopeless. The online retailers whose economies of scale let them survive the oil spike were now struggling with the blanket security measures.

	So the supercomputer that was the core of my business was trapped in a demilitarized zone, and in all likelihood it had suffered enough radiation exposure to ruin it regardless. Insurance dragged their feet on declaring it a total loss and I was still a few months away from relief when Congress passed the ‘American Restoration Act,’ a giant economic stimulus that, among other things, provided compensation for property lost in the hot zone.

	“Okay,” I said, sitting at the first staff meeting in our new conference room, whose remodeling had suffered months of delays, and whose wireless routers were still not working. “Okay, let’s say we go ahead and hook up the one core we have. Assuming we run with just that, how big,” I looked up at the people around the table, trying to find my system administrator. “Where the hell is Horatio?”

	There were some sheepish looks, some avoiding of my stare. At the back my head programmer, a sharp-angled young woman, at last spoke. “He was arrested.”

	“Arrested?!”

	“He wasn’t arrested,” someone else, another programmer, said. “He was detained.”

	“When did this happen?”

	“A few weeks ago,” my head programmer said.

	“Why didn’t anybody tell me?”

	“We thought he wouldn’t be gone long.”

	“Why was he detained?”

	“They’re detaining anybody who gave money to the Sierra Club,” Holly said.

	“They are? Why?”

	“Because the guy who blew up the President’s Day bomb worked for them or volunteered for them or something. They think that’s how he funneled the money to pay for the whole thing.”

	“Seriously?” I said. “Well shit, when do we think we’ll have him back?”

	All I got in reply were headshakes and avoided glances.

	“Okay,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “Okay. So, we still don’t have enough cores to run the standard simulations, but the vice president still wants poll numbers. We’re going to be doing a new series of polls on the new constitutional amendment. The data for this is gonna need to be broken out by state. Let’s see if we can at least put together a plan for that.”

	 

	On the first hot day of that summer I found myself traveling to New York. With the capital nuked and still in part abandoned, New York City remained the last gilded place in America, as much so as when Adam lived there. Riding in to Manhattan in an auto-cab from the airport I got a good view of the sea wall, one of the many giant boondoggle projects the Infrastructure Bank had funded that now had a new lease on life with stimulus money from the American Restoration Act.

	The streets of New York were as surreal as the suburban ghettos and squatter forts I had visited during the campaign last year, except in an opposite way. A recent ordinance banned non-autonomous vehicles from large swaths of the city. No parked cars lined any street, and traffic had a clockwork, assembly line precision. On certain street corners there were giant holographic ads, washed out in the sunlight but still impressive in the way they intermingled with the crowds.

	Everyone was wearing large, bug-eyed glasses. It was a trend, but it was also because these were optimal for accessing the augmented reality that was ubiquitous in the city. I had dismissed it as another underdeveloped trendy technology when I heard about it, but upon arriving I found it had taken over New York. I ended up buying a set of AR-glasses at the hotel. Wearing them allowed one to see the city’s ‘augmented reality’ displays, a sort of partial virtual reality layered on top of the actual physical objects around, as dictated by microprocessors and RFID chips embedded everywhere. It added new dimensions to the corner holograms, overlaid street labels on traffic lights and certain buildings, put virtual menus in front of every restaurant. It could do a lot more, but I had the cheap glasses that were for basic viewing only.

	I also downloaded the app to interface with something called ‘Centillion.’ This was the name of the AI client that ran the city, so to speak. Unlike my own artificial intelligence core, this one could interact on a human level. It was built and operated by a contractor and was only available in New York itself, meaning one had to have location tracking on to access its client. It was similar to the intelligent assistants available on mobiles, but a lot more powerful. It made all kinds of recommendations, about where to eat, what to wear. It could nag to keep one on schedule or to exercise more. It could even monitor conversations and make suggestions of what to say, though this did not often work right and led to a whole online meme of videos with people making weird AI comments.

	Once I was in my hotel room, the Centillion client, based on the limited knowledge of me it had from my mobile, fired up the television and connected to a news stream. I flopped down to watch footage of Adam, President McHenry, and Senator Nelson, the three candidates from last year’s presidential election, make a joint appearance in Philadelphia. The occasion was the ground breaking ceremony for the temporary new capital building, a converted downtown hotel and convention center, built during the urban renewal boom, shut down after the oil spike, slated for demolition, rescued by act of congress. In a show of solidarity, the three of them vowed to rebuild the original capital. Then in separate speeches each praised the passage of the Restoration Act. Adam went a little further, praising the spirit of ‘tri-partisanship’ that brought them together before also calling for passage of the Citizenship Amendment, the National ID act, and a push for further sanctions, by all countries, against Iran.

	Adam went on to talk about how the Citizenship Amendment would have prevented ‘anchor babies’ like Villareal, born to immigrant parents, from being in the country in the first place, and thus would have prevented The Event. I grew bored with his speech, grabbed my mobile, advanced the news stream to the next video. This one had more on the new capital building, showing an aerial shot of the dilapidated hotel and the decaying downtown area surrounding it. The scene contrasted with what I had seen of New York that day.

	“Why Philadelphia?” I wondered aloud as I went to advance the video again. “Why not New York?”

	I did not expect an answer, but the voice of the Centillion client chimed in from my mobile to answer in its light, even voice. “Philadelphia was chosen as the site of the new Federal Center for historical reasons and because of geographic proximity to the District of Columbia.”

	I jumped a little in surprise at this voice, then found myself giving my mobile an incredulous stare. “Is that what they’re telling you?”

	“I’m sorry, I don’t understand your question.”

	“They chose Philly because they’re probably too afraid New York could get nuked as well. That and spreading around stimulus dollars.” I turned back to the television. “At least that’s my theory.”

	“Hmm. I don’t know that.”

	“Shut up.”

	On the television the news stream the video had continued, now showing a series of protests from earlier that day near the new ‘Federal Center.’ Among the protestors I saw a contingent of Minute Men, dressed up in colonial garb and carrying signs with such slogans as ‘no big gov, no ARA’ or ‘stop more Washington waste.’ There were also counter-protestors decrying Adam and the Citizenship Amendment, and still others that seemed to be calling for nuking Iran. I realized I had no idea what this demonstration was about.

	Rather than continue to watch and find out I switched over to an entertainment stream. Right away Centillion had a recommendation. It chose a streaming serial called Star X, which was a strange crossover that turned the X-Men universe into the history/back story of the Star Trek universe, the show itself serving as the chronological and conceptual bridge between the two. After two episodes, I began to wonder about the efficacy of both Centillion’s recommendations and the entertainment industry in general.

	At that point, Centillion recommended I go to bed so I could get enough rest for my meeting tomorrow morning. I shut down the client on my mobile. It protested, noting that the more it was kept running the more information it could collect to provide better recommendations for me, then went on to suggest other devices, like the bit-line of bio-monitors or my television or notebook or car, that could be hooked up to the client to further refine its recommendations. I deleted the client from my mobile and went to bed.

	The next day I was in downtown, the financial district, the most sparkling shiny part of this future city. Like the installation of Centillion or the centralized network and electrified roadways for autonomous cars, the architecture of downtown New York owed a lot to the eccentric technophile mayors the city kept electing. The exotic skyline included several so-called skyrakers, round spire buildings that gouged the sky more intrusively then mere skyscrapers, with heights in excess of a kilometer, done in the then-popular retro-deco style, emphasizing clean lines and a certain blocky look.

	There were also buildings that went for shape over size, including several top-heavy ones that looked like trees or lollipops, or like Jenga towers or wavy tentacles or imbalanced spirals. Here in downtown the buildings, odd-shaped or not, were connected by a network of long bridges and tram-lines. Half the city seemed to exist in the sky. The urban renewal program, and the inflated commodity prices that came with the oil spike, had been good to high finance, and despite the stock market crash following The Event, the Restoration Act looked to provide more of the same.

	The Restoration Act was also in part the reason I was in New York. In addition to just polling about the popularity of a giant economic stimulus, Adam wanted predictions of what it would really do. Not scores from the Congressional Budget Office or various partisan think tanks, but predictions from me, his ‘prophet.’

	I found myself in one of the weird shaped buildings, an office sphere set atop a narrow footprint column, that allowed other buildings to exist beneath it. The set of offices were almost empty save for some stacks of boxes and server racks shoved into odd corners. This little company, that once ran probabilistic economic models for larger investment firms, was now in bankruptcy. As part of their asset sell off I was getting their proprietary models.

	I was just there, with a cadre of lawyers, to finalize the deal. After it was done, and everything was signed, I went for a quick escape, but was stopped just short of the elevator lobby.

	The woman coming down the hall side-stepped like a goalie, determined to keep me from passing. She was short, with short red hair, and a giant pair of those bug-eyed glasses everyone in town seemed to wear. I noticed hers were even thicker than normal, perhaps an actual prescription. She combined the coke-bottle glasses with a Coke-commercial smile then left me disarmed for what came next.

	“Mr. Adder? You’re Samuel Adder?”

	“I am.”

	“You just bought our CAS-C and D models.”

	I had in fact bought all their models, several dozen. “Yes, I did.”

	“You need a team to run them.” She said without breaking her stare or her cheery smile.

	“I do?”

	“Were you planning to do it by yourself?”

	“You think I couldn’t?”

	“I know you can’t by yourself and I know you don’t have enough staff to manage it.” Her glasses made her stare almost as piercing as Adam’s. “That’s why you need to hire me.”

	“You?”

	“I built those models. You won’t find a better expert.”

	“So I should hire you just like that?”

	“You bought the computer models, why not hire the staff that went with them?”

	I hesitated to admit it, but I felt overwhelmed at the thought of trying to work out these economic models. “Okay, I’m interested.”

	“I’ll need a ten-percent raise.”

	“You’re willing to relocate to D.C.?”

	“I’ll also need authority to hire people.”

	“Are you also willing to work erratic hours?”

	Her smile tilted, becoming a little coy. “I know all about long hours, Mr. Adder.”

	“I don’t mean necessarily long, but erratic. Shifting. Also, are you willing to travel on short notice for no explainable reason?”

	She nodded and stuck our her hand. “I’m Cassie Sullivan.”

	“Welcome aboard,” I said, and handed her my business card. “Contact me next week, we’ll work out the details.”

	She accepted the card like I was handing her a lump of coal. “You still carry around physical business cards?”

	“I also have an app for it,” I pulled out my mobile, “if I can ever figure out how it works.”

	Once more that bright smile. “You’re gonna be glad you hired me, Mr. Adder.”

	“Please, call me Sam.”

	I had never hired anybody on the spot like that before. It was the kind of thing Adam would have done, and as I left I wondered if he was rubbing off on me.

	With the afternoon free I headed over to visit an old friend, a congressional staffer that I had done polling for that now worked in the NYPD’s new AI monitoring center. The AIs here, unlike Centillion, were made for image recognition. They relied on a network of monitoring stations, small concealed cameras set up in auto-cabs, in smaller unmanned patrol vehicles, in the network nodes on streetlights and in street hologram projectors. All of this monitoring was hooked up to a centralized network that provided sensor feeds to a downtown command center. The artificial intelligences housed here monitored all the feeds and flagged certain items that looked, to them, suspicious, which then got elevated to the attention of humans. The system was replete with false positives, which necessitated a large room of dispatchers going through all the flagged items, sorting out the instances of potential crime from the thousands of mundane items.

	“It’s given New York the lowest per-capita crime rate of any major American city the past five years,” my friend, now the director at this center, said. I stood with him in an elevated conference room overlooking the dispatch center, filled with big and small screens showing video feeds from throughout the city. We discussed at length the pattern recognition intelligence of this system.

	I had at one point considered offering my friend, Ryan, a job at my own firm. He had declined then, and did so again when I broached the subject. “You should consider working for me,” he countered. “Get yourself into this industry.”

	“Oh?”

	“There’s gonna be major growth. All the talk nowadays is about security. With the stuff coming out of congress now, in a few years every city in the country is going to be monitored like this.”

	 

	The McHenry administration knew what kind of weapon they had with Adam, and they did not hesitate to deploy him. That summer the Twenty-Eighth Amendment, the Citizenship Amendment, moved out of congress, and Dr. Graham organized a media blitz, sending Adam out to events and putting him on shows and interviews, all to secure its passage by the states.

	The highlight of this mini-campaign, at least for me, came just after Labor Day. As the non-serialized shows on the entertainment streams returned from their August breaks it was announced Adam would make an appearance on some of the talk shows known as ‘late night hours.’ These were the kind of shows that, whatever the minor variations in their format, excelled at combining comedy and news with a slant toward the former.

	On the ‘Billy Cooley Show’ the host, an affable, clean-cut everyman, came out to applause for his opening monologue and said, “thank you, thank you, welcome to our show . . . Tonight, we have a special guest, sitting in with the band, the Vice President of the United States, Adam Hanson.”

	Camera cut to the in-studio band. Standing there, shirt unbuttoned and sleeves rolled up, dark sunglasses and electric guitar in hand, was Adam. The crowd exploded as he started into some shredding guitar riff.

	Adam remained with the in-house band for most of the show, through the obligatory news day recap with jokes, the random comedy skit, and the first guest. Only once all that was done did Billy bring Adam over to his guest chair, again to epic applause.

	“So, Mr. Vice President, thank you for joining me.”

	“Thank you, I’m glad we had time.”

	“I . . . I’m glad too.” Billy’s stutter seemed more an affect. “You know, you could have had the top spot. We wanted to have you in the top spot, your people wouldn’t let me.”

	“It’s okay, I’m used to coming in second.” This got a laugh and some cheering. “Or third, really. Second’s actually pretty good.”

	“So,” Billy said, only to interrupt himself laughing at Adam’s joke. “So, you’ve seen the show before, you know there are some initial questions I have to ask everybody.”

	“I’m ready.”

	“Okay. Let’s get right to it. Star Trek or Star Wars?”

	“Star Wars.”

	“Superman or Batman?”

	“That’s a tougher one. I’m going with Batman.”

	“Okay, didn’t see that one coming. Finally, preferred zombie weapon?”

	“Shotgun all the way.”

	“Cool.” Billy put aside the interview cards he held. “Good. Katana is still in the lead, by the way.”

	“Of course.”

	“So, okay. So Mr. Vice President . . .”

	“Adam.”

	“I don’t think I can get away with calling you by your first name.”

	“Do you want me to call you Mr. Host?”

	“Okay, you’ve got me there. So . . . Adam.” Billy said it, paused, shot a sidelong glance at the audience, prompting a laugh. “Let me start by asking, you . . . you’ve been called an extremist.”

	Another pause in which the two stared at each other, drawing more laughter. “I’ve been called a lot of things, but I keep saying, just call me Adam.”

	This one cracked up the host. “Okay, okay, but, okay, you’ve been called an extremist, and some people are saying, this new amendment is an extreme measure, that it completely rewrites what it means to be an American, that it’s the biggest change in American citizenship laws since the Civil War. Does that . . .

	“Let me stop you right there,” Adam said. “I know what you’re going to ask.”

	“You do? Because I don’t.” Laughter from the audience. “Really, I don’t know where I was going with that.”

	“You would have gotten there eventually. The problem with your question is that it assumes a whole lot. The media likes to portray politics as a line, you’ve got the right, the left, the center, everyone has to fit somewhere on this line. But we don’t. The National Party, we’re orthogonal to all that.”

	“You’re orthogonal?”

	“Orthogonal. We’ve got the right angle.”

	This cracked up Billy again, who interrupted himself with laughter. “That should be your motto. That should be your motto.”

	“To answer your implied question though, no, I don’t think the Citizenship Amendment is extreme, I think it’s common sense. If it’s the biggest change in citizenship law since the Civil War then it sounds like we’re overdue. But really, this is just common sense, it’s bringing things much more in line with how most countries handle citizenship and issues like immigration and security. It’s meant to prevent our enemies from taking advantage of our generosity and our freedoms in order to attack us.”

	“But, so, I’ve,” again Billy had that stumbling affect to his speech. “We all heard you during last year’s campaign, talking about decentralization, about the whole, less power to the federal government, more power to the state and local government. How do you square that with things like this amendment, like with the Global Security Act, which sound like massive expansions of federal power.”

	“I square it because I’m not a partisan idiot.” Adam blurted this out with such seriousness that it got a laugh. “Look, the reason why I don’t fit in on the standard left-right political spectrum is because the National Party, we’re about results, not scoring political points. I will unite with anybody to do right and with nobody to do wrong.

	“I have a philosophy of government that I’m sticking to regardless of labels. I’m all for government helping people, for handling things the private sector cannot or will not, for handling our security, for helping those in need, hence I supported both the Security Act and the Restoration Act, and just common sense stuff like the Social Security sovereign wealth funds, which was a non-partisan proposal that the Nationalist Party backed from the start and we all know has worked out great. I really feel that’s something America has desperately needed is a, a third party to bridge that partisan gap, to get us beyond the self-defeating bickering to get to real results and solutions.” This was a nice applause line, and Adam paused and nodded to the cheering crowd.

	“So, I’m glad you mention your political philosophy because I’d like to get in to that some more. How do you, how do you see your philosophy overall? How do you see it justifying things like National ID cards, things seem to be targeting minorities . . .”

	“They’re targeting criminals. That’s the key here, Billy.”

	“Okay, but actually, um, okay, what I really wanted to get at is things like, say discrimination against Muslims, discrimination against, say, gay people. Your party in the past has supported some anti-gay religious liberty bills, and supported, you know, zoning ordinances that ban mosques or the bans on Muslim immigration or saying Islam is a religion of war.”

	“Is there a question in there?”

	“I . . .”

	“It’s okay,” Adam laughed, “I know what you’re getting at.”

	“Maybe you should just do this interview by yourself,” the host, and the crowd, laughed as well.

	“No, no, I appreciate what you’re going for here. These aren’t softball non-questions. Let me start by saying, Islam is not a religion of peace. Read the Koran. Go read it, then tell me that’s a peaceful religion. But actually, you don’t have to, the results speak for themselves. How many airplanes have Christian extremists crashed into buildings to kill as many people as possible? How many nuclear bombs have they tried to detonate in American cities?”

	“So, wait, it was an eco-terrorist that was behind the President’s Day Bombing.”

	“Yes, but where did he get that bomb? Whether it was Iran or dissidents in Pakistan, it’s . . . look, we can’t be stupid about this. There are people out there, Muslims, these environmental extremists and atheist extremists, there are people who want to bring down America. They demonstrated that this past President’s Day. We have to fight them, and I’m sorry, but there are going to be casualties. Maybe even, God forbid, innocent bystanders. But our enemies have nuclear weapons, they are not holding back, and we can’t hold back either.

	“I served in Iraq. I know what it’s like to be under fire, and I am prepared to stand right there on the front line and make whatever sacrifice is necessary for America to defeat these barbarians. And I hope everybody, whatever fear you have, that everybody will face that fear and step up and stand right there with me. That’s how we’re going to defeat them.”

	This got a big round of applause, during which Adam cast out his bright gaze over the audience.

	“Adam.” Billy leaned forward and extended a hand. Adam grasped it and shook. “Thank you, it’s been an absolute pleasure.” Billy’s voice rose as he turned to the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Vice President of the United States, Adam Hanson. We’ll be right back.”

	



	

Chapter 6

	 

	DEAD ON THE FOURTH OF JULY

	 

	It was easy to forget just how much my wife did at the office. I was reminded when I realized I would need to hire at least two full-time people to replace her.

	I sat at my desk near the end of a long day of interviews. Across from me was a man with a clean shaven head and a body builder physique.

	“So,” I said, right after shaking hands. “You’re the president’s son.”

	“Stepson,” he said. “Actually, I didn’t even meet him until after I was out of the service.”

	“You were in the military?”

	“Yes, sir, United States Army.”

	“Did you serve in Iraq?”

	“Oh no, no, that was way before my time. I served in Korea.”

	“During reunification?”

	“Yes, sir.” He at least seemed to have the outgoing enthusiasm necessary for a public relations director. “I got called back from active reserves. Still in the reserves too. Hope that’s not an issue.”

	“I . . . no, no, definitely not. What, uh, what did you do in the army?”

	“Supply officer.”

	I nodded at this. I like to claim I asked a lot of non-work questions in these interviews in order to feel out people, but the truth is I just have no idea how to go about a job interview, from either end. I would be relying a lot on Holly’s judgment.

	“After I got out of the service I went back to school, got my degree in communications.”

	I continued to nod. When I was in college, we considered communications a phony major, an exemplar of the people wasting money on non-marketable degrees.

	“By then my stepdad was party chairman. He got me my first job out of school.”

	“Working for Mr. Smith, yes, I see.” I had his resume pulled up on my computer. There were several jobs, all of them linked in some way to the National Party. I flipped over to the application form. “Oh, I guess I’m suppose to get some info off your National ID card. Have you gotten yours yet?”

	He held up his mobile. “I got the electronic version. I already sent it to your secretary.”

	I stared for a moment. “You got an electronic national ID?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“I didn’t know you could do that.” I pulled mine out of my wallet, an old-school credit card-like plastic rectangle with an imbedded chip. “I thought, you know, the government being behind the times, they wouldn’t go electronic.”

	“You can pick either one.”

	“Man, I wish I’d known. Well, anyway, if Holly already got it you should be in the system. I thought it would be cheaper to just create my own HR database system, rather than buying one. Boy was that a mistake. Hold on. Okay, here you are. Joe Lloyd.”

	“That’s me.”

	“Not Joseph?”

	“Just Joe.”

	After the interview concluded and I had walked him out I returned to my office and fell back into my chair. Holly followed behind me, lingering in the doorway.

	“So,” I said. “I suppose we have to hire him.”

	“I suppose we do,” she flashed a sardonic smile.

	“What did you think of him?”

	“Mmm,” she rocked her head from side to side. “He’s not the best candidate we’ve interviewed, but he’s not the worst. If we hire him that keeps Eve happy, which keeps her husband happy.”

	“Yeah, okay.” I leaned forward to pull up a file on my computer. “So that takes care of that. For the system admin I’m hiring this Ernest guy. Did you meet him when he was in here?”

	“No, that was the day I was out.”

	“Well I’m definitely going with him. He’s a little overbearing, but the dude knows his shit. So that just leaves office manager. I see you’ve highlighted someone here.”

	“Yes. Richard White was his name. You should hire him.”

	“Which one was he?”

	She tilted her head to one side. “The one from the Wall Street firm.”

	I continued to think for a moment. “Oh, him. Really?”

	“He’s the most qualified by far.”

	“I don’t disbelieve you but . . . I don’t know, I’m bad about these things, but I kind of got the impression he’s gay.”

	Her reply was so sarcastic she had to stand up straight to deliver it. “You think!?”

	“Was it really obvious?”

	“He would have had to be literally on fire for it to be more obvious.”

	“Well okay, so,” I stammered.

	“So is that a problem?”

	“Not for me, but, I just . . . why would he want to work here?”

	“Why wouldn’t he?”

	“Well, I’m pretty sure I mentioned our only client is the Nationalist Party. They’re, I mean,” I gestured in search for the words. “They’re not the most welcoming bunch.”

	“Are you saying Adam is homophobic?”

	“Adam? No. But you’ve got guys like Senator Rose or Congressmen Novak or that Caldwell guy. The homosexuality is the same as pedophilia crowd.”

	She continued to just stare at me. “So?”

	“Well . . . I don’t know. I would be leery about working here if I were him.”

	“It’s not like he’s working for any of those people you named.”

	“Not directly.”

	“With the economy the way it is he’s probably happy to have any job.”

	“True enough.”

	“So are you not going to hire him because he’s gay?”

	“No, no. If you say he’s our best option then that’s who we’re going with. I just, you know, I hope he doesn’t regret it.”

	 

	After months of processing and paperwork and awkward interviews and phone calls to long forgotten acquaintances, I now had a top secret clearance. Not that I wanted one. Adam wanted me, wanted his whole ‘brain trust’ in on all his meetings, including national security ones that involved classified information. In the hours and days right after The Event, I had sat in on some classified meetings, nobody taking notice in the chaos of the time, but Adam wanted it official, so I submitted all the long-winded forms.

	Holly picked up on my annoyance and got a lot of mileage out of taunting me. “You got a top secret clearance,” she would chant in a sing-song rhythm. The people they did or did not interview for this seemed random. They did not talk to my wife, but they did talk to my office manager from when I worked in California. They did not speak to any of my former or current employees, but they did talk to one of the studio executives who had been a client, though we had not spoken in years.

	So I ended up sitting in a lot of meetings, notebook in lap, trying to stay awake. I was daydreaming, on the verge of just day-sleeping, at one when I was stirred by a grand presidential proclamation.

	“I think we should just go ahead and do it,” McHenry said, his voice rising and rumbling, his face and gestures as animated as I had ever seen the Old Soldier.

	From comments around the room I realized the debate had gone nowhere. I had not missed anything in my semi-doze.

	This was one of my favorite kinds of meetings, by which I mean my least favorite. It featured the vast southern conference room of the just reopened White House. It featured a cast of thousands. It was the kind of meeting that, though I had no desire to sit through it, I could also not help but enjoy the absurdity of the debate and the jostling of egos.

	The Browning leftovers occupied one side of the U-shaped table. They were having none of this proposition. Secretary of Defense Stafford Carver, Secretary of State Ken Norris III, some assorted undersecretaries and aides, and right next to the president his chief of staff Arnold Marshall. All sat upright, trying to look regal and dignified, insulted, I think, to being reduced to holding court with their junior coalition partners.

	“It’s a precipitous step sir,” the aged chief of staff said, aged since the beginning of this term and aged since the beginning of this meeting. “Are you sure you won’t consider some kind of incremental approach?”

	In silent concurrence were the haphazard collection of people McHenry himself brought to the table. Zachary Michael was at his father’s right hand, nodding. Admiral Eric Roth, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, looked distraught and kept coming back to the status of basing rights and the implication of a de facto withdrawal from NATO.

	Secretary of the Treasury Franklyn Popovich sat next to me, away from the table, in a chair along the side of the room, looking as confused as I was about why he needed to be in this meeting at all. I suspect it was because the president liked him on a personal level, that McHenry wished the former senator were still his vice president.

	The actual vice president sat next to Zachary Michael, and his Nationalists filled out that half of the room, though on this issue they stood firm behind the president. Secretary of Homeland Security Geare and undersecretary of defense Steve Epstein took turns echoing the president’s remarks, as did the director of the new Global Security Agency. Rebecca Hemming, a raven woman drawn from the Minute Men organization, had a severity and a menacing understatement to her tone that was unnerving and effective.

	“Why would we do this piecemeal?” she said. “We could have a swift, clean break and be done with it.”

	“There won’t be anything clean about this,” Secretary of State Norris said. He was a man with plenty of gravitas as well as gravity. I felt he always looked incomplete without a cigar and a thick halo of smoke.

	“It has to be a full break,” the president said. “Anything else won’t be taken seriously.”

	“Mr. President,” Marshal said. “I don’t know what you think is not being taken seriously. The Iranian government is cooperating with the weapon’s inspectors.”

	“Do we have backing for sanctions?”

	“Why would anyone back sanctions when they’re cooperating?”

	“They’re not cooperating. If they are why haven’t we found where that nuke came from?”

	“Maybe because it didn’t come from Iran,” Norris said. “Maybe it came from Pakistan like our initial intelligence indicated.”

	“It came from Iran.” Director Hemming said for the third time this meeting. Her persistence on this point was starting to break through.

	“I have to concur with the director,” Defense Secretary Carver said. “Everything I’ve seen would indicate that the Pakistanis have accounted for their entire arsenal.”

	“Can we present that evidence to the UN?” Marshal asked.

	“Classified,” Hemming replied.

	“So I don’t see how we can get the Security Council to even approve a stricter inspection regime, little less some kind of sanctions.”

	“That’s what I’ve been saying!” McHenry looked exasperated, his age showing even more so than his chief of staff’s. “The UN is useless. Withdrawing is our best course of action. It’s the only way this is going to be taken seriously.”

	“Withdrawing from the UN will only isolate us,” Norris said. “It won’t get us any closer to getting the inspection regime we want in Iran.”

	“It won’t isolate us if we bring a coalition with us,” the president said.

	“Getting agreement on that would be harder than passing a Security Council resolution.”

	“Of course we won’t get agreement at first,” Bob said. His frame these days was comparable to Norris’, and for a brief moment I imagined the two clashing in some kind of sumo wrestling match. “America leads and the world follows. Once we’ve shown it can be done there’ll be plenty of countries ready to jump on our bandwagon.”

	“This is our opportunity to show real leadership to the world,” the president said. “My opportunity to show real leadership. This was a campaign promise I made. I ran on this issue.”

	“Proposing to reform the UN,” Zachary Michael said with emphasis, “was part of the party platform. We never talked about it in the campaign.”

	“Well I would have if you guys had let me.”

	“It’s a losing issue,” Marshal said. “We wouldn’t have won campaigning on our relationship to the UN.”

	“I didn’t win! We’re all here by constitutional loophole.”

	“All the more reason to be conservative, in the literal sense of the word. The cautious approach is to continue working through the security council . . .”

	“No. I’m through working with the Security Council. It’s an endless debating society.”

	“Sir,” Secretary Carver said. “If we truly have evidence that Iran is hiding something from us then,” he paused to glance around the table, “there is always the possibility of unilateral military action outside UN support.”

	“No, no, I am not turning this into a repeat of the Iraq disaster. No, we need real international support on this.”

	“How does withdrawing from the UN get us any support, sir?” Norris said. “Why would anyone want to join us?”

	“They’ll want to join us for the basest of reasons,” Adam said. Up until now he had been quiet, leaving me to wonder if he was conserving ammo. “Money. We provide a quarter of the UN budget. Combine that with incentivized foreign aid, link membership to preferential treatment in trade agreements, and they’ll be begging to join us.”

	“That’s a rather blithe assessment,” Norris shifted his weight in his chair. “Does the United States really want to squander the goodwill of the world by holding the UN budget hostage?”

	“We wouldn’t cut off funding right away,” the president said.

	“It still comes across as mercenary.”

	“It comes across as us looking out for our own interests,” Adam said, “which is exactly what every other UN member is doing.”

	“Our standing in the world is based on more than just dollars.” Again Norris shifted to bring his gaze around to the president. “Sir, we have incredible goodwill right now in the wake of the President’s Day bombing. If we leave the UN unilaterally because weapons inspectors are not turning up the results we want . . .”

	“They’re being stonewalled,” McHenry said. “We know that’s where the bomb came from.”

	“Unless we present evidence, sir, it will all look like a flimsy pretext to abandon the entire system of international law so we can pursue the kind of unilateral action you have already ruled out.”

	“Why do we need a pretext to leave the UN at all?” Adam asked. “This system of international law you talk about is a farce, and everybody knows it. The UN is completely impotent. Its only clout comes from the respect afforded it, and the only reason anybody respects it is there is no other comparable body. The organization the president is proposing gives everybody another option.”

	“Why would anyone take this new option? Exclusivity does not promote membership.”

	“That’s the point. Give it a year and the only people left in the UN will be the tyrants and kleptocrats who like international law being ineffective. Everybody else will be glad to be out.”

	On my left, Dr. Graham, also present today for some reason, leaned over to whisper. “What are the numbers on this issue, Sam?”

	“Withdrawing from the UN is a split proposition, but that’s on a yes/no question. This is the first I’ve heard of this United Democracies thing.”

	“How soon can you have numbers on it?”

	“You want me to start asking about it before an announcement is made?”

	“Don’t mention it by name. Just describe the concept. It’s not like the idea isn’t already available in think tank proposals.”

	I nodded and pulled out my notebook, typing out a first stab at a polling question that described the president’s vision.

	As it turned out I would not have the chance to leak this idea even if I wanted. Two days later, before I had finished polling, President McHenry gave his first Rose Garden press conference since moving back into the White House. After speaking about the terrible tragedy and the continued hunt for justice, he segued into the failure of the United Nations to aid in tracking down those responsible and then launched right into his proposal.

	“And so, effective as of the first day of the New Year, twenty-thirty, the United States will be withdrawing from the United Nations Organization. Funding to the organization provided by the United States will continue at current levels for the remainder of the fiscal year, and we will continue to support the United Nations headquarters facilities in New York until such time as other arrangements can be made.

	“In place of this noble but flawed organization, I propose today, to all the people of the free world, to join the United States in a new international body, the United Democracies. Unlike the United Nations, where despots and tyrants are given equal footing with legitimate, democratic governments, this new organization will only accept as members those nations that have demonstrated free and fair elections, that maintain a rule of law and respect for human rights. It will speak with the moral authority that can only come from governments constituted of, by, and for the people they govern. No longer will authoritarian regimes be given the opportunity to stand in the way of international law and international justice.

	“The United States of America has long held that all men are created equal, and I hold to those words as strongly now as our forefathers did when they were written. But the United Nations holds that all governments are created equal, and sadly that is not the case. I have no patience and no tolerance for dictators who might complain about being left out of world organizations and international bodies. I say to those dictators, you are being left out, because your government is inferior. Only legitimate governments can speak with a legitimate voice. I hope that, from this day forward, the voice of humanity is solely the voice of free people.”

	 

	It was a cold Sunday in December that found me working in the quiet hum of the server room. With my wife in school, spending Sundays with study groups or unpaid internships, I was often home alone. Rather than heat up our sad, lonely condo, I saved money by coming in to the already warm server room and getting work done. Or goofing off and getting nothing done, but at least I was warm.

	I sat hunched over the little desk I had set up for the main server interface station. My eyes were bleary from staring at lines of code all day. There was nobody else in the office, so I was startled when I realized there was a figure standing in the open doorway.

	“Sir. Adam. What are you doing here?”

	“There was nobody over at headquarters. I thought I’d check on you.”

	“How did you know I was here?”

	“I didn’t. But I was hoping.” He walked in and flopped into an empty chair.

	I peered over his shoulder, looking for his secret service detail. There was nobody in sight. I assumed they were waiting in the lobby, but I had to wonder if, perhaps, Adam had given them the slip and was hiding out on his own.

	At first it seemed he would not enlighten me, on this or any other topic. Instead he just sat there, staring into space.

	“Sam, what is all this?”

	“The servers?”

	“Not just the servers, but this. This stuff you do?”

	“You want to know what I do?”

	“You obviously do a lot of work, and you always present a lot of data, but, I admit I have no understanding of what is it you really do.”

	“You actually want me to explain my simulations?”

	“Now is the season for reconnecting with family. Please.”

	I shot an apprehensive glance at the server racks, as if I was about to betray their trust.

	“I’ve seen some profiles of you in the Beltway press, Sam.”

	“Profiles? I only know of one profile of my company that came out a couple years ago after I advised Browning not to run.”

	“There was also the one last spring during the whole Restoration Act fight.”

	“I was not even aware of that.”

	“Trash, anyway. Long on hyperbole about a new age of political statistics, short on details. All I know is you have competitors, imitators really, popping up now, and I still don’t understand what it is you do.”

	I glanced at the servers again. “Well, what exactly do you want to know?”

	“Is what you have here really an artificial intelligence?”

	“That depends on your definition of artificial intelligence.”

	“I’m not a scientist, Sam. Give me a straight answer.”

	“No, it’s not. Not the way most people think about it. You couldn’t sit down and have a conversation with it like HAL or something. It’s just . . . it is capable of a certain amount of intuition.”

	“Intuition?”

	“The simulations I run involve more than just, you know . . . most simulations involve just boundary conditions and nodes and elements acting on each other. Lots of elements, lots of computations per element, massive computer power. This simulation does that too, but the elements are called agents because they represent blocks of people, grouped by demographic information. One agent, for example, might represent all the middle-aged, middle income married Hispanic women in L.A., or whatever. There are tens of thousands of agents in the national model, each representing a block of people acting as people do, which is to say irrationally. The AI simulates that by relying on a certain fuzzy logic. Intuition.”

	“Are you saying all the predictions you’ve given me are just educated guesses?”

	“That’s all any model is. Every computer model is wrong, it’s just that some are useful. By the time a report gets to you it’s been through a Monte Carlo analysis.”

	“A what?’

	“It’s, um, you take the same simulation and run it a whole bunch of times to get a probability distribution. In this case the simulation, it makes different assumptions, different intuitive guesses each time. Have it do that ten thousand times or whatever and it comes up with different results each time, then I report on the percentage of those times that the result was X, versus the percentage that turned out Y. I can vary the, the assumption level, for lack of a better term, to allow for more or less outlandish assumptions. I . . . is this making any sense?”

	“Yeah, yeah. I understand. I would never have guessed that’s how it works.”

	“It’s all kind of prosaic and boring when you get down to it.” I turned the monitor toward him to show the wall of code on display. “It’s all really just coding language and databases.”

	“It’s art, Sam. It’s beautiful art, in a unique new medium. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

	I realized when he said this that I had been looking at the servers like I was embarrassed by them, embarrassed by the boring, technical nature of my work. I had never thought of it as art. I leaned forward, looking at Adam himself. He looked haggard, his face sunken, his suit ill-fitting, the way it always ended up when he was not careful to keep everything straight. 

	“Adam, what made you decide to come over here today?”

	“Ahh, the holidays. I always get depressed this time of year.”

	“Oh?”

	“Eve loves it, loves Christmas, always trying to cheer me up, which just makes it all the more unbearable. Then there was the news shows this morning. I had to get out.”

	“What happened on the news shows?”

	“You didn’t see?”

	“I’ve been cooped up in here.”

	“Fucking Greg.”

	“Really? What did he do?”

	“I’d rather not get in to it. Pull it up, you’ll see.”

	Pulling up news streams I found that, whatever had happened, there was now so much commentary and analysis it swamped out the original news item. It took a bit of searching to find a streaming segment from an interview Greg Smith had given. It was not even supposed to be released until tonight, but already segments had leaked out.

	I started the video clip and advanced it forward. “. . . a huge disservice,” Smith was saying. “Our civil liberties are what make this country great in the first place.”

	“But you agree something has to be done?” the stark blond moderator asked, sitting across a news desk from our PAC director. “We can’t just go back to what we were doing before the President’s Day attack.”

	“Look, it’s now been ten months, and no other attacks or credible threats have emerged, yet still we have these checkpoints around our cities. We’re choking off commerce with our security checkpoints. We’ve still got, who knows, thousands or tens of thousands of people swept up right after The Event awaiting trial. How long are we going to continue like this?”

	“Well what would you do then? Just let all those criminals go?”

	“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying, what is the plan going forward? How are we going to deal with these people? How are we going to deal with homeland security? All I see right now is a continued suspension of civil liberties and a continued state of crisis and the risk to America is that this becomes the accepted normal state of affairs. Our civil liberties are far too precious to throw away because of fear.”

	The moderator nodded along with him. “Now, your party, the Nationalist Party leader, Vice President Hanson, has voiced strong support for the Global Security Act. Are you calling for a break with the vice president over this issue?”

	“No, no, no. No, I stand fully behind Adam Hanson. I’m not attacking the vice president at all. What I’m saying is that there hasn’t been a discussion, a national discussion about this issue, about the balance of security and civil liberties. This is a discussion we need to have. I’m a libertarian at heart, most of the Nationalist Party, most of America, we’re libertarians, we mind our own business and don’t bother yours and we get along fine. I know Adam Hanson agrees with me on this, he believes in removing the heavy hand of government. But these security measures, they’re about as heavy-handed government as you can get. So we need to be having this debate.”

	“It sounds then like you are calling for a break with the official Nationalist Party position on this issue.”

	“I’m calling for a discussion. Look, my brother left my own presidential campaign, left the party, because of what he saw as extremist elements within our ranks. There were extremist elements, and Adam Hanson, when he was chairman, he recognized that and he moved to get rid of them, and that’s what he did. So what I’m saying now is that the Nationalist Party, which, you know, vast majority are good, upstanding people, but there are these extremist elements that are slipping back in, people calling for more security measures, for expanding the Security Act, these are the elements that passed the Citizenship Amendment through the states without any real discussion.”

	“The vice president championed the amendment himself.”

	“Uh-huh, and I’m not saying the amendment isn’t a good idea, but make no mistake, this is a major change to our country we’ve taken without any real discussion. The claims that this doesn’t create a pool of second-class citizens, they just aren’t credible. This limited citizenship has basically legalized the underground economy most illegal immigrants used to live in, without changing conditions for them and without providing them any reasonable chance at improving themselves. Is that what America is now? Is that what we’ve become?”

	The interview cut off at that point into a splash screen encouraging me to download the full segment when it was released that evening.

	“Why would he say that?” Adam asked. “He knows it isn’t true.”

	I pushed the monitor aside. “He says what he thinks will give him an advantage, I suppose.”

	“Advantage at what?”

	“Maybe he’s planning on running again next year. Or maybe he just thinks this will bring in more money to the PAC. I don’t know, I’m not much for parsing political intrigue.”

	“Not much intrigue here. It’s open betrayal.”

	“I don’t know I would go that far.”

	Adam tossed a hand at this comment. “He’s openly opposing me. It undermines our agenda. Bad enough that we’ve got gridlock in the Senate preventing us doing anything further, without my own people undercutting what accomplishments we do have.”

	“Well,” I turned back to the monitor and cleared my throat. “Would you like some good news then?”

	“From you?”

	“I’ve been working on a first take of the numbers for next year’s midterms. Despite what our friend just said there, it looks like most Americans agree with you. The typical loss the party in the White House sufferers in the midterm probably won’t apply to the National Party.”

	Adam sat up a little in his chair but said nothing.

	“So I haven’t gone through everything, but, well, in the House we’re running candidates in over two-hundred districts this time around. My model shows us with a net gain of between thirty and forty seats. In the Senate, I’m sure you’ve heard, there are fourteen senators retiring. I guess the prospect of getting nuked isn’t sitting well with a lot of them.”

	Adam scoffed. “It’s more that they don’t like being exiled to Philadelphia.”

	“Well they have no one to blame for that but themselves. Anyway, I don’t have the exact numbers yet, but we have candidates running for all these open seats, so there are some scenarios where a Republican-Nationalist coalition in the Senate could get to a sixty-seat super-majority.”

	There was a delay in which Adam just stared. I had thought he would show some more reaction to this news. “These candidates, where are they on the issues? Are they loyal to me?”

	“I really haven’t looked at it in that much detail. Rudy recruited them all himself, so I would imagine . . .”

	“It’s tough to find loyal people, Sam.”

	“I know it. I’ve been hiring some new people myself recently. I hired your stepson as my PR guy, don’t know if you realized that.”

	“I heard. How’s he doing?”

	“Really good actually. Better than I expected.”

	“Joe was always the best of them. This is Joe, right?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“My other stepson . . .” He concluded with just a sigh. “Just like Rudy. Just like all these candidates he’s recruited, I’ll bet. Their hearts are in the right place, but . . . man, do they have a penchant for fucking things up sometimes.”

	 

	Just after the New Year, on a Friday afternoon, I got a dread call from my little brother. By the next week Holly and I were traveling home to Cincinnati for my dad’s funeral.

	Neither of us had talked much with our father since our parent’s divorce, when we were both teenagers, and I had not seen him since my wedding. I had been adopted into Holly’s extensive family and spent most holidays with them. The last time I spoke with my dad was a year earlier when he called after seeing me on TV. He was an official member of the Minute Men, he told me, and thrilled beyond words that his son was working for the Hanson campaign.

	It was an unspoken irony that he thought less of my little brother, even though Charles and Felicity had done so much more to take care of him. Like with everything, Charles was amiable and forgiving about this to a fault, which I think just made his wife madder. She seethed at me, and even more at Holly, when we arrived.

	The address my brother gave us was across town, far from the area where I had grown up. We passed through two separate checkpoints, getting waved through before I could even hand over my National ID card. At last the auto-cab delivered us to a building that looked like a high-school. The parking lot was almost empty, and cracked with grass growing up through it. Just as I started to text Charles to make sure this was the right place, he rushed out from the front entrance to hug me.

	Our wives remained stiff and cordial, my little nephews hiding behind their mother, as we talked. Both of us, my brother and I, looked a lot like our father, which meant Charles looked like me. A younger, taller, fitter version of me. His cheerfulness would have been insufferable were it not so genuine.

	“So what is this place?” I asked.

	“This is where dad has been living since his home got foreclosed.”

	“It looks like a high school.”

	“It was, you know, before the church took it over. Let me show you around.”

	Inside we found the place decorated with ornate looking crosses and fish symbols. They were stylized and had a shiny finish, though closer inspection revealed them to be made of cheap plastic. There were also various murals depicting biblical scenes mixed in with ‘Hanson/Smith’ and ‘National Party’ bumper stickers, Gadsden flags, and various placards and signs that must have been used at some past political rally. There were also a lot of posters and placards showing the eagle and cross symbol of the Minute Men.

	Wandering those halls I almost expected to encounter people dressed up like the Amish, but the people we passed all looked normal. They had done quite a lot with the place. Classrooms had been converted into little cubicle dormitories. The gymnasium was now a giant workshop where people went about turning a pile of scrap metal they had collected into . . . I never quite figured out what, using nothing but hand tools. The place seemed to have intermittent power but there was running water and heating, though just enough to keep the interior above freezing.

	We were taken to the auditorium where the wake was being held. My dad was up on the stage in a plain wooden coffin. I suspect it was made in the gymnasium workshop. As the two sons it turned out to be our job to stand next to the coffin and receive a long line of mourners.

	“So, um,” I asked Charles in a low voice, “how did dad end up here?”

	“This is his church group.”

	My parents had never made us go to church. “I didn’t realize he had a church group.”

	“Pfff,” Felicity gave a disgusted snort we both ignored.

	“He started going after mom died, you know.”

	This was even more surprising, but I did not pursue the question. “So his church group bought this high school?”

	“More like they just took it over after it was abandoned.”

	“I see.”

	I got the impression my dad had bragged about me to a lot of these people. I got a lot of bittersweet smiles and people shaking my hand saying how proud Jeffery had been, how they were so happy people like me were out there finally doing something about the shape the country was in. A lot of them stopped to chat, asking if I really knew the vice president, if I worked with Erica Roland, who had helped them set up their canvassing operation during the last election. Among them, it turned out, was a state representative who would be the National Party candidate for the local congressional district next fall. He said he was a member of the church; I never quite figured out if he in fact lived in this commune. He tried to talk polling, which got me a fiery stare from Holly, so I avoided the question and focused on the next person in line.

	After the wake the actual burial occurred at midday, out in what I took to have once been an adjacent park. There was a sad little collection of headstones out here, misshapen, the names in them carved with an unsteady hand. The head of this little congregation, a plain-clothed and plain spoken man with chubby cheeks but a thin frame, read some bible verses as the young pallbearers lowered dad into the ground.

	They invited us to lunch, which it seemed the whole congregation took in the cafeteria. Felicity used the kids as an excuse to slip out early, and when the pastor and the congressional candidate both sat down across from us, Holly turned to strike up a conversation with Charles, abandoning me to these guys.

	“We got this just the other day,” the pastor said as he passed me his mobile.

	“What is this?” I asked.

	“It was sent out to all the Minute Men precinct heads.”

	“It’s got us all kinds of worried,” the candidate guy added.

	I scanned over what he had handed me, taking a moment to register what I was looking at. It was an op-ed piece, an open letter, with Roland as one of the signatories. It was longer than I wanted to read so I kept skimming, hoping to pick up the gist. I noted some phrases like ‘betrayed his principles’ and ‘a conservative in name only.’

	“What exactly is this?”

	The pastor shot a furtive look around, then spoke in a lowered voice. “It’s an open letter, to be posted online officially tomorrow.”

	I realized that, if this had been sent out across the organization, it had undoubtedly been leaked and was already online. I thought about the new party headquarters building, just a few blocks from my own offices, with its conference room overlooking the river and the still under-repair capital building, highlighted in scaffolding, and about the meetings I would be having there as soon as I got back.

	“So, um,” I said, “okay.”

	“A lot of folks are mad about the stimulus. They were promised no more big government waste.”

	“Well,” I said, handing back the mobile, “the vice president would argue we all have a duty to help out those in need.”

	“Oh, I’m not disagreeing Mr. Adder,” the pastor said.

	“We’re just worried what this will do for turnout,” the candidate added. “Folks are worried about a split in the party. I’d hate to see everything we’ve worked for ruined by this kind of internal disagreement.”

	I looked between the two of them. It was apparent they wanted something from me, but I could not quite tell what. Assurance? A promise of support from Adam?

	“Well, gentlemen, all I can tell you is we have polling numbers that say the Restoration Act is quite popular, overall, as is the vice president. I don’t think you can go wrong sticking with him.”

	Both of them smiled. “That’s the calm, reasonable self-assuredness Jeff always had. You are definitely your father’s son, Mr. Adder.”

	 

	In his State of the Union speech President McHenry announced he was putting his vice president in charge of heading up efforts to bring together willing countries to form the United Democracies. That spring Adam jetted off to ever more exotic foreign capitals. Ottawa, London, Brasilia, Canberra, Tokyo, Ankara, Pretoria, New Delhi.

	“It’s an odd choice, don’t you think?” I said to Manny. “Adam, I mean. Why put him in charge of this when you have guys like Norris?”

	“Well it’s not about being effective, it’s about campaigning. You see, McHenry wants Adam out of the country during primary season, because if he were back stateside we’d be taking seats from Republicans.”

	“Don’t get too paranoid,” Dr. Graham said. “The president didn’t send Norris because he doesn’t want this idea being sold by someone who doesn’t believe in it.”

	“In that case why not go himself?” I asked.

	“Ooh, no, no,” Manny grimaced. “Have you seen the president lately? He’s not going to be doing much more traveling at his age.”

	During that time I started to become familiar with public opinion polls from other countries. They were sparser than the ones I was used to working with, their questions less refined, error bars larger. Just before he left on each flight, Adam would quiz me on everything I had learned about this latest country during a self-inflicted crash course.

	“The Security and Development coalition remains wildly popular, despite how long they’ve been in power.”

	“Why do you say that?” Adam asked.

	“Well it’s rare for any Knesset in Israel to finish its four-year term, and they’ve done so twice now. Mofaz is actually the second longest serving Israeli prime minister in history.”

	“Why are they so popular though?”

	“You know, if this came from my surveys I could tell ‘ya. I’m working with other people’s data. Best guess: the latest Intifada has galvanized public opinion against a two-state solution.”

	“Which this coalition does not back?”

	“That is correct,” answered one Emily Weinstein, the undersecretary of state for International Organization affairs, a young blonde technocrat sitting next to me in this party headquarters meeting. “They’re hardliners. They want to annex the West Bank, negotiate on everything else. They’ll be looking for the United Democracies to back that position.”

	Adam eyed her, the latest in a series of diplomats and state department hot shots to accompany him on these expeditions. He always complained about their presence, telling us how they treated him like he was stupid, like he was an uninvited slob at their fancy dinner party. “Do we intend to back that position?”

	“The president doesn’t want us to commit to anything.”

	Adam knew that already, as did I, and I wondered what he might be getting at. “I don’t know this hardline stance really explains their popularity. What do you think LT?”

	The man Adam called LT was Fred Alderman, some kind of ex-military, Pentagon foreign affairs guru who was a constant companion on these trips. He had the same gaunt look as Adam, though he was shorter, and part of that height came in the form of a metal prosthetic leg below the left knee.

	“It’s as good an explanation as any,” Fred said with an easy smile. “Does it matter? If they ain’t gonna be voted out then they’re the ones we have to deal with.”

	“True enough, and apparently they are popular regardless.” Adam’s gaze flicked back to me. “Sam, what’s the opinion back home about a two-state solution?”

	“The most popular option is nuke ‘em all and let God sort ‘em out.”

	He smiled. LT smiled. The undersecretary did not. I picked up my notebook and turned it toward Adam. “This is a survey I did almost four years ago, for President Browning. You can see the various options there. I threw in that one just to see, and well . . .”

	“Thirty-two percent: nuke ‘em all and let God sort ‘em out,” Adam nodded as he read the chart. “Followed by thirty-percent: a single, unified Israeli-Palestinian state.”

	“You actually put that answer on a survey question?” Weinstein asked.

	“I write a lot of surveys. Sometimes you just gotta put something out there.”

	“The Security and Development coalition no doubt doesn’t like the unified state solution either,” Adam said, not looking at any of us now.

	Weinstein shifted in her seat. “They are strictly opposed.”

	“But I do. It fits right in line with what the United Democracies is all about. I think we should back that position.”

	“The president doesn’t . . .”

	“Thank you, Sam.” With that Adam handed me back my notebook and concluded the meeting.

	There were a lot of meetings that went like that. Every couple weeks I was over at party headquarters, briefing Adam on the mood of another country, a small part in a more sprawling meeting about such places. Then the team would head off and I would not hear any more. Other than Manny none of the core party leadership accompanied Adam on these trips.

	One day, lingering in the break room after a meeting, I ran into Alderman, getting a cup of coffee and singing a song to himself, and asked him about the trips.

	“You haven’t heard much in the news because they’re not going all that great.”

	“Really?”

	“They’re not going badly, just not as great as hoped.”

	“Why not?”

	“Well,” he took a sip of coffee while he considered this. “The vice president keeps promising stuff. He promised Japan and Brazil a free trade zone. He promised Korea more reunification aide. He promised South Africa and Turkey loan guarantees. He promised Israel the United States would back their annexing the West Bank.”

	“And that’s a bad thing, these promises?”

	“No, it would be fine, it would have won them all over, if the vice president could make good on these promises. President McHenry has been reluctant to keep any of them. Some of them would require congressional approval too.”

	“Why is the president reluctant?”

	Alderman shrugged. “Various reasons. The vice president is like a car salesman, he just wants to close the deal. The president prefers a slower approach, more conferences to work out details and stuff.”

	“For these trips not going well, you always seem sunny about it all.”

	“Huh,” he smiled. “No, you’re right, this isn’t happy news. I’m happy for purely personal reasons. The vice-president offered me a job, offered to bring me on as his national security advisor.”

	“Cool. I take it you’ll be accepting the job.”

	“Oh, yes. One can work in the Pentagon only so long.”

	“Well, welcome aboard.” I stuck out a hand for him to shake. “We should go out for a drink or something to celebrate.”

	“I’d like that, Mr. Adder.”

	“You can call me Sam.”

	“Alright, and you can call me Fred.”

	“Not LT?”

	“You can call me that too, but it’s been a long time since I was in the army. Let’s stick with Fred.”

	 

	For the midterm elections Dr. Graham was working with a war chest that could have swallowed our campaign funds from two years before. As part of the whole spectacle, he chose the fourth of July and its attendant weekend to feature a National Party convention of sorts, a getaway, retreat, shindig, fund raiser, rally, official launch of the campaign season all-in-one. Throughout the spring money had gone into districts to collect enough signatures to get National Party candidates, still discriminated against in the two-party election structure, onto the ballot. Now a slew of those candidates would gather in Aspen to fund raise for their campaigns and strategize with party leadership.

	The National Party had the run of the town, overrunning every resort and convention center. Upon arriving I found my room and collapsed, then called my wife. I was just settling in for an afternoon of vegetating when I was interrupted by the arrival of Adam. He, and much of the party leadership, had just returned from some kind of church service, changed into t-shirts and jeans, and now insisted we go for a hike. “I use to hike in these mountains with my mom,” he said. “It’s been so long since I got the chance.”

	So with suit wearing secret service men in tow, Adam, myself, the doctor (dressed down to his button-down shirt sans tie), and several of Adam’s aides, climbed a minor hill and pushed ourselves to exhaustion. It did though give me a chance to meet some of the new aides that were accumulating around the vice president.

	“Stephen Davies,” a leprechaun sort of man in sweat pants introduced himself. “I was a district chief for the vice-president in the last election.”

	“And yet you’re back again for more.”

	“Wouldn’t miss it. I’ll be working with Dr. Graham this time around.”

	Adam, at the front of the line, was chatting up a secret service agent, who seemed reluctant to be so friendly with his charge. “It’s just hypothetical,” Adam said, “but if we got back to the trailhead and found the town being overrun by zombies, what would your plan of action be?”

	“Is he always like this?” Stephen asked me as we trudged along at back of the group.

	“As long as I’ve known him.”

	His smile made him look even more like an Irish trickster spirit. “I hope so. That’s the real reason I’m here.”

	“What is?”

	“Vice president Hanson.” He stopped as I turned around to look at him straight on. “He’s the only politician I’ve known with an anti-zombie plan.”

	 

	That evening I declined another mountain trek with Adam in favor of heading over to a nearby bar. Fred wanted to take me up on the offer of drinks.

	Despite the massive convention in town, the bar had a light crowd. Both Adam and the doctor were strict non-alcoholics and successful leaders by example, leaving the bar scene to the journalists covering the convention and some lower ranking people I did not know. I wanted to ask Fred about his prosthetic leg but felt that would be rude. Instead I was treated, unprompted, to my first batch of stories about Adam’s time in the army.

	I spotted Erica Roland at the bar. I had not been sure she would attend the convention at all after the firestorm over her opposition to the Restoration Act and public break with Adam. She nodded a greeting to me without saying a word.

	Fred and I lingered there until closing, riding the edge between buzzed and drunk, then staggered back to the hotel. 

	The next thing I remember is a pounding on my hotel room door in the predawn hours. I stumbled up in just my flannel pajama pants to find Manny, as half-dressed and bleary-eyed as myself, standing in the hallway.

	“Sam grab your stuff. We have to go.”

	“Wh, what?”

	“Grab your stuff. Now!”

	In the lobby, my bag stuffed full in a haphazard rush and now awkward on my shoulder, I found the party leadership in similar disarray. Nobody had on their suits or ties. Adam wore a Denver Broncos hoody. Rudy had a Hawaiian shirt louder than my own. The doctor’s shirt was untucked. Luggage bursting at the seams was strewn around near the front doors.

	“What is going on?” I asked.

	Rudy stepped over and spoke to me in hushed tones. “The president had a stroke last night. He’s in a coma.”

	I sucked in a deep breath.

	“We can’t get through to the White House. Communications are down.”

	“I . . . wait, what?”

	He shrugged. “Nobody can get through. No cell phone, not the hotel, nothing. It all went dead a couple hours ago, right after we got the call about the president.”

	“That’s . . . strange.”

	From outside, a secret servicemen, in full suit and earpiece regalia, stepped through the hotel door. “Mr. Vice President. We’re ready.”

	“Alright, let’s go,” Adam said. Everyone scrambled to grab their luggage as we headed out into the still dark driveway where the motorcade was waiting.

	“Where are we going?” I asked.

	“Back to Washington.”

	Once we were in the limo and rolling, I wiped some of the sleep from my eyes and started to at last awaken for real. “So, I’m confused. What in the world is going on?”

	“We don’t know,” Manny, sitting next to me, said. “Nobody can get through to Washington. There’s some kind of communications blackout.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“Nothing good,” Adam said.

	“Do you think this is some sort of attack?”

	“Anything is possible,” Manny said. “When we’re in Denver we can find out more.”

	Outside I watched as we left the city itself and entered the darkened countryside. There were no street lights out here, leaving just blackness outside the car headlights.

	We had not yet reached I-70 when we came to a stop. All of us just sat there, staring out into the gloom for a few seconds.

	“Why are we stopped?” Adam asked. Then, turning, lowered the privacy screen to the front cabin. “Guys, why are we stopped?” he asked the secret servicemen.

	With the privacy screen lowered I saw both of them had their guns drawn. “We don’t know, sir,” one said, holding his earpiece tight in his ear with his free hand. He hesitated, looking back at us, while he listened. “Sounds like something’s blocking the road.”

	I looked out the window again. Off to the side of the road I saw something that, in my still sleepy and perhaps hungover state of mind, I thought at first to be will-o-wisps. They were lights, playing among the trees. The dark tint of the windows meant I could discern little more.

	“What is that?” I said aloud as I rolled down the window. Leaning forward I peeked out to see the wisps were flashlights, a large group of them, darting among the trees as their wielders approached the highway.

	“Get down!” Adam lunged across the cabin to tackle me and drive me back into my own seat. A split second later there was the crack of gunfire. Pinging sounds accompanied a rocking sensation at it impacted the side of the car, and crunching sounds followed as several of the windows were reduced to glassy rubble.

	Then came the explosion. I had no way to judge how far away it was, but far enough that I heard it without feeling it.

	The next explosion was a lot closer. I still did not know where it came from, but this time I felt the world twist around me, a flailing rush as if I had just tripped, and then a painful thud in my back and side.

	I blinked. The world was darker now. Adam was lying atop me, and I in turn was on top of somebody else. “Don’t move,” Adam shouted, his voice loud and close enough to punch through a residual piercing buzz in my ears.

	As the ringing subsided there emerged beneath it the puncture of more gunfire. I heard it now in distinct tones. There was the staccato of automatic fire and the loud cracks of rifles and, I thought, the demi-explosion sound of a shotgun. It mixed together like the beat of some avant-garde music. I shifted to get something that was jabbing me in the kidney to stop, only to realize my entire upper back was rigid with a blunt pain.

	Then it all stopped, the noise fading out. For a moment there was no sound at all save a lower level ringing that persisted in my ears. Then I started to hear shouting, indistinct at first.

	“Sir! Sir, are you all right?!”

	The voice came from somewhere above. “Ah. I’m okay. I’m okay.” Adam said. A flashlight played in through the limo cabin, and Adam got to his feet.

	The entire car was on its side. Manny, myself, and Adam had ended up in a pile against the bottom-side door. The doctor was huddled beneath the middle console opposite us. A secret serviceman was atop the wreck, looking in through the window I had rolled down untold hours or seconds ago.

	“Ah. Ah, shit,” Adam said, and stumbled backward into the doctor. “Shit, my arm.”

	“What’s wrong, sir?”

	“My arm. Fuck.” He was gripping his upper left arm, which hung limp.

	“Can you climb out sir?”

	“Agh. I think so.”

	Using just his right arm, and the middle console as a step, Adam climbed up and was pulled out of the window by the secret serviceman. The rest of us followed.

	The sun was still below the mountains, but the sky and land were bright enough it felt like day had broken. Sitting on the toppled limo I had a clear view of the aftermath. Men in suits with guns and disheveled officials looking like tourists, like myself, moved or sat or stood dumbfounded among the cars. The second limo, in back of ours, was intact, but an SUV near the front of the column was on fire, its entire structure consumed and spewing jet black smoke. Beyond that, at the head of the column, I saw where the highway was blocked in both directions by a pair of tow trucks and a whole series of wrecked, junked, and beat up cars. Our own vehicles now did not look much better, covered as they were with bullet marks like steel dimples in their sides.

	A pair of secret servicemen helped me down off the wreck. The pain in my upper back left me unwilling to turn my neck, but otherwise I was mobile enough. Manny and Dr. Graham emerged as well, unfazed.

	Back on the ground, I saw how the front end of our limo had been shredded from underneath. There was a crater several feet wide in the pavement nearby.

	In the other direction, looking back the way we came, I saw in the distance, their noise just breaking in over the ambient, a pair of helicopters. One was white, the other black.

	On the asphalt next to the limo some more secret servicemen cut away Adam’s hoody and undershirt to look at his left arm. There was no visible blood.

	“Looks like your shoulder is dislocated sir,” one of them said.

	“Can you set it?”

	“You might want to wait until we get to the hospital.”

	“I can’t go to the hospital now.”

	“Sir?”

	“The country is under attack! The president might be dead. I can’t go to the hospital, I have to find out what’s happening. Reset my fucking arm!”

	The two secret servicemen hovering over Adam now looked at each other.

	“Guys, come on. This is nothing compared to Iraq. Set my shoulder or bind it or something so I can get moving.”

	“We can’t go forward, sir, the road is blocked.”

	“So we’ll go back to Aspen and find another route. Either way, I’m not going to the hospital.”

	“You sure you don’t want morphine, sir?”

	“Do you have any?”

	“The chopper will,” the secret serviceman pointed to the now audible helicopters looping in to land in a field behind the motorcade.

	Adam looked up, then around at the chaos. “Somebody else is gonna need it more than me. Just do it guys.”

	“Sir . . .”

	“Just fucking do it!”

	I stood there watching this whole exchange, and just kept watching as they laid Adam on his back, stretched out his left arm, then popped the shoulder back into place.

	“AHHHHH!”

	“Sir?”

	“I’m okay, I’m okay. Ahh. Damn.” He shooed them away as he got back to his feet, rotating his arm around. “Ahh, okay. Okay. Do we have a working vehicle we can get turned around?”

	“We’re working on it, sir.”

	“As soon as you can. How about communication? Have we heard anything from Washington?”

	“No, sir, we were able to call Aspen for medical evac.”

	“How many wounded?”

	“We’re taking care of it sir.”

	“How many fucking wounded!?”

	“Fourteen, sir, counting yourself. Only two seriously.” The secret serviceman swallowed hard. “Four dead, plus three attackers.”

	“Do we know who they were?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Did any escape?”

	“Most fled into the forest, sir. I don’t know how many.”

	As they spoke paramedics rushed passed us toward the front of the motorcade. In their wake came a group of men in SWAT gear, the letters GSA emblazoned across their body armor. One of them, I saw, was sort of half-equipped, wearing body armor without the arm plates, a helmet but no gun. He spotted us and came running over.

	“Mr. Vice President, Mr. Vice President. Are you alright sir?”

	Only when he pulled off his helmet did I recognize Ronny Caldwell, a former secret serviceman who was now a deputy director in the Global Security Agency. Adam recognized him as well. “I’m fine. What the hell is going on?”

	“Sir, it’s a coup.”

	“What?”

	“Extremists who don’t want you to be president. The speaker looks to be the ring leader.”

	“Erickson.” So far today, I thought, Adam had taken everything in stride, but now his face turned red. “A fucking coup? In the United States of America?!”

	“They were able to cut some of the communications at this end, isolate us out here. Don’t know how yet. They’re restoring things in Aspen right now.”

	“So who were these guys?” Adam gestured off at the forest.

	“Minute men, sir.”

	“You mean, like my minute men, my campaign volunteers?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“So they’re in on this?”

	“It looks like the whole organization is.” Caldwell managed to keep his voice ice cold even in the blast of Adam’s fury.

	“Shit. What about the president?”

	“I don’t know, sir.”

	“Shit. We have to get back to town. Director, you handle things here.” He gave this parting directive even as he was walking away toward the still intact limo.

	As direct sunlight at last burst over the mountains we again got moving, with about half of the motorcade’s original vehicles and three-quarters of its entourage. Secret servicemen took over driving manually, pushing up above the speed limit. Guns remained drawn.

	In Aspen, we found the city still not quite awake. Streets were empty as the motorcade raced back into the hotel driveway where this adventure began.

	The lobby was full of people. GSA agents in body armor milled around. As we moved in I realized they were guarding a set of prisoners, who sat on the lobby couches. The prisoners were an odd collection. Some were grey-haired men in sweatshirts and boxers, who I recognized as the senior leadership of the Minute Men. Interspersed among them were various buxom women in thin robes. All of them looked disheveled, and all wore handcuffs.

	Sitting a little ways apart from the other prisoners, but nevertheless handcuffed herself, was Erica Roland.

	“Get us a conference room,” Adam said to Manny, even as he continued through the lobby toward the conference rooms.

	“Adam!” Erica spotted him and got to her feet. One of the GSA agents moved to intercede. “Adam, it’s me! Mr. Vice President! Adam, what’s going on?”

	“You know damn well what’s going on!” Rudy said.

	“Adam, no, I don’t. I had nothing to do with this.”

	Adam was still walking with us in tow. “Yeah right, I was almost killed this morning,” he pointed at her without stopping.

	“Adam . . .”

	“Save it for the judge.”

	With that we were out of the lobby and into a hall lined with conference rooms.

	We got one secured in a rush, then proceeded to wait. Working with his mobile Manny got through to Arnold Marshal, and the two chiefs of staff conferred while Adam kept up a steady stream of undirected cursing at our inability to contact Homeland Security.

	Manny confirmed when he got off the call that the president had indeed suffered a stroke. He was alive, but in critical condition. The account Manny gave was the first definitive word Marshal had about what had happened in Colorado.

	Several hours passed, during which Adam had his arm examined, shot with an anaesthetic, and put into an immobilizing sling. The rest of us developed an ache from lack of breakfast and started making plans to venture forth for lunch. It was past noon when the aides at last got a video conference set up with the relevant principles.

	The big screen in front of the conference room was split horizontally, each frame showing a conference room similar to ours. In the upper one a series of dark-suited men sat at a semicircular table around GSA Director Rebecca Hemming, while the lower picture showed an almost empty room with Bob and a single aide.

	We all sat around our own semicircular table, except in the middle Adam, rather than sit, stood in front. “Gentlemen,” he said. “What the fuck is going on?”

	“It’s good to see you alive, sir,” Bob said.

	“Had you heard otherwise?”

	“No, but we feared the worst.”

	“Why did it take five hours to get in touch with you two this morning?”

	There was a glance, an indistinct shifting of the eyes on both screens. I knew from the setup that both were shifting their gazes to the other half of their own screens, glancing at each other.

	“Erickson . . .” Bob said. “He’s not the only one.”

	Adam stood up straight. “Not the only one?”

	“We’ve pulled some call logs from just before communications with Aspen went out. The speaker’s office, RNC Chairman Tim Cooper, and Treasury, all made early morning calls out to your resort.”

	“Popovich as well?!”

	“Or someone acting on his behalf.”

	“Was it him or not?”

	“We . . .”

	Hemming took over. “We’ve been monitoring communications between some high-ranking Republicans in Washington and the Minute Men for the last several months. Popovich is among those who have been in contact.”

	“Why wasn’t I informed of this?”

	“We weren’t sure what was happening, exactly.”

	“It seemed too implausible,” Bob said. “Would you have believed it? A coup attempt? In the United States?”

	Adam turned and began to pace in front of the conference table. He continued to speak, but now almost to himself. “My God, this goes way up. But you’re sure they aren’t responsible for the president’s condition?”

	“We don’t think so,” Hemming said. “Only the autopsy will tell us for certain.”

	“Autopsy?”

	“His doctors do not expect him to wake from this coma.”

	“If these conspirators,” Dr. Graham said, “weren’t responsible for the president’s . . . condition, then they could not have planned this attack beforehand. How were they able to pull this off so quickly?”

	“Those are good questions doctor,” Bob said. “I don’t have an answer right now.”

	“Have the conspirators told you anything?” Adam asked.

	“They . . . no.”

	“Have you questioned them?”

	“We have not made any arrests,” Hemming said.

	“What? Why the fuck not?”

	“The evidence is circumstantial.”

	“You’ve been monitoring their phone calls for months!”

	“None of it is directly incriminating.”

	“Fuck, gentlemen, this isn’t some routine drug bust. It’s an attempted fucking coup! I got shot at by terrorists armed with rocket propelled grenades. I want you to arrest everybody you suspect in connection with this, immediately.”

	“Sir?”

	“I am the Acting-President right now. On my authority you are going to arrest these conspirators. I don’t care about rank or position or connections or clout or who they’re fucking or fucking, fuck, fuck!” For a moment Adam, in uncharacteristic fashion, teetered on the brink of incoherence. Then he stopped pacing and turned to the screen. “If you suspect them arrest them. This is a fucking cancer, that whole city is a fucking cancer that almost metastasized this morning. We have no choice but to burn it out with the harshest treatment possible.”

	There was a moment of hesitation on the other end. “We’ll get right on it, Mr. Vice President,” Hemming said in her ever even tone.

	We got lunch in the hotel restaurant, with ever-mounting numbers of armored GSA agents surrounding the hotel, the restaurant, ourselves. With network connection restored throughout the city now, there was breathless news reports coming out of Washington and Philadelphia. The Speaker of the House, arrested. Secretary of the Treasury, arrested. Jim Coleman, one time president candidate and now the attorney general, of all things, arrested. Greg Smith, one time congressmen and now head of the Minute Men PAC, arrested. Republican National Committee Chairman Tim Cooper, found shot dead in his home, an apparent suicide.

	There was also news from further up in the Rockies. The gang who attacked us had been arrested at a checkpoint on I-70, heading back to Denver. The news streams had video of them, taken with an unsteady camera, a dozen pudgy, clean-shaven men in army fatigues, driving pickups with Confederate flags painted on the hood or roof, rifles and unspent grenades and munitions in the back.

	“The fucking Ku Klux Klan was trying to kill me,” Adam said. I looked over at him, and he made eye contact, his own stare flashing that familiar intensity. “I think I’m going to wear that as a badge of honor.”

	 

	The national security team wanted to ensure total security before they would let Adam return to Washington. We remained in Aspen all day, went into Denver and flew home on Wednesday.

	Holly came to pick me up at the airport, rushing forward as I passed out of security and almost tackled me.

	“I was worried you might actually have been killed,” she said.

	“Really?”

	“Well yeah, I . . . two days ago I heard on the news the vice president’s motorcade was attacked and some people had been killed.”

	“It was harrowing. Adam saved my life, in fact.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah, when it happened, I was staring out the window like an idiot. Duh, what’s that? He tackled me, knocked me out of the line of fire.”

	She stepped back, hands still on my chest, while her gaze dropped. “I . . . I guess I owe him an apology.”

	“How so?”

	“I didn’t actually vote for him.”

	I laughed as we started toward the metro. “That’s okay. I didn’t either.”

	“I know you didn’t. You should have though. You should vote for somebody, at least.”

	“I think I make a big enough difference without also having to vote.”

	The silver lining of this whole ordeal was that I got to take off the entire Fourth of July weekend and spend it at home. Home was right where we stayed too, since there were no fireworks or grand celebrations this year. Early on Thursday morning, Independence Day, President Paul McHenry, general in Operation Iraqi Freedom, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Old Soldier, at last succumbed.

	In the Oval Office that morning Adam stood with Chief Justice Bloomberg, surrounded by McHenry’s son and advisors and an army of cameras, to take the oath of office, one hand raised, the other arm in a sling, that hand placed awkwardly on his ragged copy of the new international version of the Bible, given to him at a small church outside Fort Hood, Texas.

	That evening he sat in that same office, suit jacket draped over his left side, the sleeve flopping loose, and addressed the nation.

	“My fellow Americans. I sit here before you today as your president. I know that a majority of you did not vote for me. I know many of you still believe the National Party I represent to be a violent organization. I assure you, I condemn violence in every way, especially violence committed in the name of causes I believe in.

	“This past Tuesday, in Colorado, I was assaulted by would-be assassins. It goes without saying these men do not represent me, my administration, or the National Party. They, and those who support them, are a fringe movement. Their goals are not my own. That is why they felt it necessary to kill me.

	“They mistakenly believed I would support their twisted goals, when in truth I stand for all Americans, not just their tiny racist minority. Their condemnation, their hatred of me, I wear these as a badge of honor. Because I stand firmly against their narrow, hate-filled ideology.” Here he pounded a fist on the desk. Watching at home I realized how rare it was for a president to move at all during these Oval Office addresses, or at least to move in such a noticeable way. It was strange how that small gesture came across so forceful. Both Holly and I shifted position on the couch as if stirred from a daze.

	“I would like to say these men who attacked me acted alone, to dismiss them as an isolated group of lunatics, but as I learned in the hours after the attack that is not so. My attackers were supported by high ranking officials in the government who saw my death as a way to further a fringe ideology or their own selfish desire for power. These criminals sought to take advantage of the ill-health of President McHenry to achieve their goals. Prime among these was convening a new constitutional convention, that they might gain a free hand in shredding our founding document and remake America in their own racist image.

	“Also among the conspirators in this would-be coup was Speaker of the House Michael Erickson, who stood to become president in the event of my death. His goal as president, as he made clear in speeches and actions, would have been  to further empower Wall Street and further impoverish the American economy and the American spirit.”

	Adam stared for a moment, drawing a deep breath, another strange and noticeable bit of body language that stirred the speech. “My fellow Americans, I sit here before you today, alive, thanks to the grace of the Almighty, who saw fit to keep a rocket-propelled grenade, aimed at me, from flying true. I also owe a great thanks to those who have dedicated their lives to keeping my own safe. I include among these all the men and women of the Secret Service and the Global Security Agency. Thanks to the powers granted our security agencies by last year’s Security Act they were able to save my life and apprehend my attackers and their vast support network in a matter of hours. Whatever you think of me, I hope you will all join me in thanking the Lord for these brave and dedicated souls who labor tirelessly to keep us all safe. May God bless them, may God bless you all, and may God bless the United States of America.”
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Chapter 7

	 

	THE CRUSADE

	 

	From the gunner seat atop a Humvee, Adam looked across the western Iragi desert. He was a knight of the Crusades, atop a mighty steed, riding forth to slay the beast of Babylon. He had never felt more alive, more perfect, more attuned to God and His will. 

	The minions of darkness were first encountered at a collection of buildings in the desert southwest of Baghdad. Out of a blinding, sun-washed day the column began taking fire from something that resembled a mix of cul-de-sac, farm, and post-apocalyptic ruin. Fire was returned in kind, Adam laying out an arc of rounds with the fifty-caliber machine gun.

	Then there was quiet. A standoff ensued, nobody firing, nothing happening among the buildings. Some of the vehicles broke away and circled around to a flanking position on the north side of the compound.

	Adam’s squad dismounted and advanced to the nearest building, which to be accurate should be termed a wall with window holes. Looking through these the men could see into a yard dominated by a goat pen, a short windmill well, and a sort of lean-to barrier.

	“Okay,” Staff Sergeant Fred Alderman ducked back down after checking out some of the windows. “I need a volunteer to get over to that corner and get eyes on the main building.”

	The corner he pointed to belonged to a squat brick structure on the other side of a rocky, wide open field.

	“I’ll do it,” Adam said. He moved to the edge of the wall, checked around the corner, then launched into a mad run.

	He was midway across when gunfire erupted. It was a burst, he could tell from the noise, or perhaps a series of bursts. He saw dust kick up on the ground in front of him. Then something hit his left arm. It was not the searing pain he had expected, more like a dull punch, but it hurt with the tingling of a limb that has fallen asleep. Adam stumbled and almost lost the grip on his rifle, then lunged the remaining distance to safety.

	“Hanson,” Sergeant Alderman called on the comm. “Hanson, are you alright?”

	“I’m, I’m . . .” Now sitting against the squat structure Adam fumbled to look at his left arm. There was a tear in the sleeve just below the shoulder, but no blood. He looked about himself, but nothing else hurt, and there was no blood or sign of a bruise. “I’m okay. I’m okay.”

	The gunfire had stopped. Adam sat up and peeked out. From here he had a clear line of sight around the lean-to and goat pen to the main building, a two-story structure with second floor balconies and a flat roof. He could see vague movement in its dark windows, but the bright day washed away any real visibility into the building.

	“I see movement. I . . . I can’t tell how many.”

	“Hold tight, private,” Alderman said. Then, after a long pause, “hold tight, looks like they’re bringing in some heavy support.”

	Several long, hot minutes dragged past. A foreboding wind, scalding like something out of Mordor, swept over the compound. The brightness of the day reflected off a thin layer of clouds so that the whole sky seemed to be made of sun. It washed out the colors of the world, made everything sepia-toned and unreal.

	Then a Bradley fighting vehicle came rolling into the gap Adam had just scampered across. It did not draw the same burst fire response. The squad moved out, advancing behind the cover of the armored vehicle as it rolled in slow, stop-and-start bursts toward the main building.

	Nothing happened until the vehicle was almost right up to the side of the structure. Then figures appeared in the upper story windows, opening up with automatic fire. The infantry remained in cover while the Bradley opened up with its machine gun. At this range the walls of the building were insufficient cover. Holes riddled the second story, and the enemy fire stopped.

	Once more all fell quiet except that persistent wind. Then, from out of the front door, there emerged a woman, a paisley wrap covering her head. She spoke to them fast in Arabic or some such, waving her hands in the air.

	The infantry squad came forward. “Get down!” Sergeant Alderman yelled to her. “Get down on the ground.” He held up a hand, then gestured downward, never taking his rifle off her. “Get down on the ground!”

	The squad advanced to the open doorway. Adam, on one side, leaned in and shone his flashlight, his torch, around the room. It was an open space, filled with rotten furniture and a few children huddled at the far side. He could see hallways and stairways beyond.

	They proceeded in and swept through the ground floor, room by room, finding only more desolate furniture and appliances and more women and children cowering in corners. Upstairs there were bedrooms and a half-dozen men bleeding on the floor. Those not already dead would be soon enough.

	Back outside, Humvees moved in to surround the building and Adam found himself standing at the front entrance as he was approached by their commander, Lieutenant Engel.

	“Gentleman, what have we got here?”

	“Location is secured, sir,” Alderman said.

	“You sure about that?” He eyed the doorway, where the original woman who had rushed out now stood eyeing them, a young boy hiding behind her long skirt.

	“All the combatants are dead, sir,” Adam said. “It’s just women and children.”

	“Hmph. Alright. Good job. Sergeant,” the lieutenant stepped forward to stand in the shade of the building, then turned to look up at the bright sky. “We have reports a sandstorm is rolling in, so we’ll need to hunker down for a few hours. I want . . .”

	Lieutenant Engel trailed off as he looked up and saw his platoon sergeant approaching. He wended through some of the Humvees to stand in front of the lieutenant. As he did Hanson and Alderman stepped away from the building, out into the sunlight to clear space for the higher-ups.

	“What is it sergeant?”

	The sergeant never got to deliver his news. From the front doorway an older boy popped forward like a crack of lightning. He came right up to the lieutenant and tagged him on the hip, as if in fact it were a game of tag. The boy held something in his hand which failed to stick to the lieutenant but instead fell at his feet.

	“Fuck!” Adam took one step forward, bowling over the two higher ups, knocking them off their feet. With the side of his right foot he kicked the grenade like a hacky sack. It arched away, hit the side of the nearby Bradley, bounced off around the corner of the building, and exploded.

	Even from there the blast was enough to send the soldiers stumbling backwards. Adam recovered first. Without hesitating he stepped forward and opened fire into the doorway. The bright day made the interior pitch black, but Adam was firing indiscriminately anyway. “Fuck!”

	“Private hold your fire!” Alderman shouted. “Private!”

	Adam stopped. “Check on them,” Alderman pointed to the higher-ups as he moved to cover the doorway.

	“Friendly. Friendly,” came voices in English from the building as the rest of the squad now emerged. Adam helped the lieutenant and platoon sergeant to their feet. Nobody said anything, still too stunned by events. Adam was breathing hard. He looked at his commanding officer, took a moment to catch his breath, then turned and walked away from the building.

	 

	I once asked Alderman, “Adam went through a lot in Iraq, didn’t he?”

	“I got the impression he went through a lot before he got to Iraq.”

	“He did live on the streets of New York for a while.”

	Fred nodded. “I’ve never had to do that, so I can’t say, but, phew,” he paused to think about it, then smiled. “If you ask me, I’d rather fight in Iraq than live in New York any day.”

	I never asked him, but I know if I had, Adam would have echoed this opinion. New York was where he sat on grimy subway floors and poured his soul into the air in the hope of pity. The army paid him and gave him glory. Or at least, glorified what they had him doing, which often amounted to acting as a professional cleaner and mover. As soon as he was given the offer of re-upping, of signing on for a few more years with the army in exchange for an early signing bonus, Adam took it. He would have taken it without the bonus. The boy who had preferred to live in his car to have his own space rather than share an open-floor apartment was now fully part of the community of soldiers.

	I’ve talked to people who see this, Adam’s simultaneous desires for isolation and community, as a contradiction, and who see in that contradiction an inherent evil. I see it as the contradiction inherent in us all. But for a better answer I say that Adam always wanted to be alone when surrounded by a indulgent world and dreaming of a crusade bigger then himself. Now he did not need to be alone with those dreams. He was part of that crusade.

	 

	On base in Baghdad, in the rec room, in a spare closet few ever opened, Adam one day discovered an old beat-up guitar. It looked to have been abandoned by the last company to rotate out, its poor condition making it not worth shipping. Adam took it out and began tuning it. Its sound was hollow, but at least all the strings were intact.

	It had been over a year since he played, and his fingers felt as jammed and splintered as the guitar. Yet at the same time there was something else different, better, about playing now. His first thought was to attribute it to the context, the situation he found himself in, what he had been through. But it was something more than that. He began, in a slow, drawn out way, over the snippets of time he found during the long days and fast weeks of military life, to compose some new songs.

	“Hanson,” a lughead whose name Adam could never remember approached him one day in the rec room. “You play guitar?”

	“I used to.”

	“Looks like you’re playin’ now.”

	“Mmm,” Adam shook his head. “I’m out of practice.”

	The lughead flopped onto a nearby seat and listened for a moment, a big smile on his face. “What’s that you’re playing?”

	“It’s . . . something I came up with. It’s not finished.” Adam kept plucking at strings, playing the same short sequence of cords over in slow, controlled bursts.

	“It’s good. You came up with that?”

	“Sure did.”

	“That’s really good.”

	Adam stopped playing to look up at his interlocutor. “It’s not quite right.”

	“You know how to play anything else?”

	When he got questions like this, whether from lugheads or Abe or jazz club managers or town hall questioners or me, Adam’s favorite thing to do was launch into the opening strain of Nirvana’s ‘All Apologies.’ It was recognizable on an acoustic guitar and, played on this particular guitar, a little haunting.

	“Alright, alright.” The lughead’s smile just got bigger.

	A few nights later Adam, again at his spot in the rec room playing, found himself attracting a crowd.

	“So, turns out Hanson here is some kind of rock star,” the familiar lug-head said.

	“I wanted to be a rock star.”

	“Who doesn’t?” another guy said.

	“Well okay,” Adam said, “but how many got as far as learning to play an instrument?”

	“So what can ya play us there Mr. Hendrix?”

	Without missing a beat Adam launched into the opening of ‘Purple Haze.’ It was another song recognizable on the acoustic guitar.

	“Nice,” someone said.

	Some of the men pulled up seats around Adam. He stopped and looked about at them. It was apparent that they had procured some alcohol and had been indulging.

	“Shoelaces!” A voice from among the men said. A shorter man with short blond hair and a neck thicker than his head, stepped forward. Adam rose in surprise as he approached.

	“Hansen? Hey man.” Adam went to shake hands, but the blond man instead grasped his in an overhand clasp, then pulled him in for a back-slapping hug.

	“How the hell are you man?”

	“I’m good.”

	“You know this guy?” someone asked.

	“Dude,” this new Hansen said, “we were in basic together, and fuckin’, we have almost the same name, so he fucks everything up, and I’m the one that gets shit for it.”

	“That only happened once,” Adam said.

	“Oh sorry,” the blond man was paying attention to those around him. “Alex Hansen.” He introduced himself and shook hands around the circle.

	Adam had already sat back down, and now Hansen sat next to him.

	“You call him Shoelaces?”

	“Oh yeah, this dude,” Alex said. “In basic, every fucking day he’s walking around with his shoelaces untied. Every fucking day, dude’s shoelaces come untied. Every fucking day it’s ‘Hanson’s shoelaces are untied, push.’ ‘Hanson’s trying to trip someone, push.” Alex had a baritone voice with a good drill instructor tone.

	“Yeah, I got that problem fixed.” Adam raised a leg to prop his boot on the nearby coffee table. From where it was tucked in under the tongue he pulled out his shoelace knot. It was a jumbled, hoary-looking Gordian tangle

	Everyone burst out laughing. “What the fuck is that?”

	“Shoelaces don’t come untied no more,” Adam smirked.

	As the laughing continued Alex turned to him. “So man, I didn’t know you played guitar.”

	“I hadn’t played in years, than I just found this thing in the closet over there.”

	“He writes his own stuff,” the lughead who started this all said. “Every time I come here I see him sitting there, playing something he wrote.”

	“No shit,” Alex said. “Play something you wrote man.”

	“It’s not done yet.”

	“Come on man. Can ya play anything else? Play some more of that classic rock shit.”

	Adam launched into a guitar riff they all knew but couldn’t place.

	“What was that?” lughead asked.

	Without a word Adam played it again.

	“Oh, oh,” Alex said. “That was, uh, that’s Led Zeppelin right?”

	“Black Dog.”

	“Right, right. Here, here, okay.” Alex leaned forward, cleared his throat. Then paused, cleared his throat again, stiffened his neck.

	“Gonna sing fucking opera there?” someone joked.

	Hansen held up a finger for patience. Then, in his baritone voice, off-key, tone-deaf, low and rumbling, belted out the lyrics. “Hey momma said the way you move gonna make you sweat gonna make you groove.”

	The laughing from everybody, including Alex himself, was almost too much for him to get through. As soon as he finished though Adam was right there to launch into the follow-up guitar riff. Then there was just more laughing. Adam gave an expectant stare at his friend.

	“Ah shit. Okay, okay.” Hansen recovered, started into the second verse, and lost it. As the laughing rolled Adam, on a whim, launched right into ‘Smoke on the Water.’

	“Shit Hanson,” another guy said. “You should be a rock star.”

	“No, no, hold on, I wasn’t done,” Alex said. Adam replayed the riff from ‘Black Dog’ to set him up again.

	Adam wore a wild smirk as he watched the uproarious laughter Hansen kept sparking as he tried to sing. One of the other guys produced a bottle of some liquor and poured some into a coffee mug. “Hanson, you want some?” He waved it off. “Come on, man, have some.”

	“No thanks, I don’t drink.”

	“Like, ever?”

	“Never.”

	“Have you ever tried?” lughead asked.

	“Once. I got shitfaced, blacked out. Completely.” Adam shook his head. “Never again.”

	“Alright man.”

	“Like completely blacked out?” Alex asked.

	“As in, I don’t remember how I got home. Just woke up there.”

	“And you haven’t drank since?”

	“Not at all.”

	“Well, if you’re not gonna drink play us this song you wrote.”

	“I’ll play you something else I wrote.” Adam started into an upbeat tune, jazzier than the classic rock epics he knew. “It’s actually got words to it.” Adam talked and played in distinct bursts.

	“You gonna sing?” Alex asked.

	“I’m no better at it than you.” A few more cords. “It’s about the president getting a blow job.”

	Everyone erupted in a new round of laughter. “Oh, you gotta sing that.”

	Adam did, as best he could, letting the guitar dominate and the funny lyrics detract from his almost toneless voice.

	“Man,” Hansen said through residual chuckles. “Shoelaces, you are a strange dude. You’re alright though.” He slapped Adam on the back.

	 

	If Orcs from Middle Earth lived in the present day they would probably convert to Islam. No doubt facing intense discrimination for their historical support for an evil dictator demon bent on world destruction, and of course their general brutishness, they might be drawn to the Muslim emphasis on racial equality. They would benefit from affirmative action. They would get bussed into Elven neighborhoods to go to school. Then some of them would strap bombs to themselves and blow themselves up at the checkpoint Adam manned.

	Nasty, brutish, and short. That was the nature of the Orcs who thought the best thing to do in this life was explosively enter the next.

	“I prefer towel-heads,” his squad-mate said.

	“Not camel jockeys?”

	“I have yet to see a camel in this country.”

	“Orcs is shorter, either way.”

	“We can’t call them Orcs, that’s stupid.”

	“No stupider then towel-heads. Makes ‘em sound like their only crime is a bad hairdo.”

	“It’s,” the squad mate glanced out the back of their  Bradley fighting vehicle. “It’s geeky. Being called an Orc isn’t an insult, it’s just dork talk.”

	“It’s short and it says everything you need to know about these monsters.”

	“Oh, they’re monsters now?”

	“Orcs are monsters, yes.”

	“So you think all these people are monsters?”

	“They strap bombs to themselves to try to kill us. Of course they’re monsters!”

	“Would you two shut up,” their platoon sergeant said.

	It was a cold desert night as they rode in an advancing front behind a screen of tanks. By day break, they were advancing building to building. The second battle of Fallujah was underway.

	The world was filled with explosions and dust. Orcs and goblins and trolls hunkered down in bunkers and cellars and the other dark places of the world. Every mosque was now an arms depot. In one wide avenue they took fire from atop a minaret. Abrams tanks were brought in to roll down the street and pulverize the towers with their main cannons. Getting closer, small arms fire continued from the front of the building. They rolled a tank right up to the entrance, demolishing the front wall.

	As marines became engaged in a firefight at the new mosque door they had created, Adam’s squad swept through the surrounding buildings for insurgents who might have fled the tanks. These buildings were crumbling zombie office towers or apartments or some such. Ruins, destroyed in the artillery barrage of the day before, or in the fighting last spring. They were the kind of places Orcs often dwelled.

	Moving deeper into the alleyways behind the mosque, they began taking sniper fire from a taller structure further into this maze. The infantrymen took cover around a squat building as more gunfire erupted from down the main alley. They informed the marines of the sniper covering the back side of the mosque. Then Adam’s squad was sent into the squat building itself. They encountered no resistance among the tight corridors but did find a room filled to the ceiling with a pile of AK-47 assault rifles. Some of the men were sent to the roof to scout out the sniper position. Adam, among others, remained on the ground floor, guarding their flank. Peering out a broken window he fired several bursts down the alley as he saw figures dart across its width.

	In the mosque the marines were still going room to room, encountering stiff resistance. A decision was made to call in an air strike on the sniper tower before advancing on it. The rising sun was dispelling the shadows where monsters might hide, but it was also turning up the heat. After the cool of the early morning Adam found himself breaking out in an encompassing sweat.

	For the next eternity of minutes, Adam was embroiled in the most intense firefight of his life. Insurgents were multiplying, rallying to this mosque and the blocky sniper tower nearby. Tanks out on the main avenue could not jam their way past the buildings, which were wired with heavy explosives anyway, to get into the alley, and they could not get a direct line of sight on the sniper nest from out on the main avenue.

	Adam was still in the squat building, returning fire from up the alleyway, when air support arrived. Some jet plane high above fired some form of missile that arced down through the air and struck the wrong building. Adam never did find out where the mistake was made. Rather than the sniper tower it was a taller, but less stable, more artillery-pummeled building between them and the enemy that was struck. Several infantryman in that building were killed in the explosion or the subsequent total structural collapse. One outer wall, the one away from the enemy, fronting Adam’s cover, remained intact even as it toppled over.

	Tons of bricks fell upon the squat building, enough to cause its own wall to buckle and collapse. Adam saw the onrushing avalanche of stone and mortar, turned to run, and was knocked over by a sudden shove from behind.

	Explosions and dust. It was all he could perceive. He was in New York, the towers were coming down in a great roar, a black cloud rushing down the streets toward him. He was ducking, huddling for cover. He was on the ground, laying spread out, unable to move.

	“Hanson,” someone shouted. “Hanson, are you alright?”

	He turned, twisted, tried to look at himself. He was lying face down on a cement floor. He could not move his left leg. Craning his neck around he saw it was buried up to the knee in rubble.

	“Get him clear,” came another shout.

	His squad-mates were pushing bricks aside, grabbing his arms, dragging him forward. He was in another room, another place. Explosions and dust.

	Adam’s next clear memory was almost some other world. He was on a stretcher, being loaded into a helicopter. The pain was gone, the adrenalin was gone. His mind was sloshing around on an unstable ocean.

	“Hanson,” a familiar voice said. He managed to open his eyes, blinking against bright noonday sun. Sergeant Alderman stood over him.

	“Sergeant. Wh, what happened?”

	“You’re gonna be okay, bud.”

	“Am I, I’m okay right? I can go on with you guys?”

	“Just stay there, buddy.”

	“I wanna,” he tried to get up, propped himself on his elbows, found his legs were strapped in place. “I wanna stay with the squad.”

	“Hanson.” The sergeant pushed him back down on the stretcher. “Hanson, your leg is broken. You’re not staying here.”

	“But I . . . I’m sorry, sir.”

	“I’m not a sir, and it’s alright. Sit tight buddy, these guys’ll take care of you.”

	 

	Glorious, glorious junk food. McDonald’s hamburgers and Wendy’s frosties and any form of buffalo wings. Adam was almost frightened of all his food options. Every meal was one he dared not touch at first lest it dissolve like some cruel faerie illusion.

	His left tibia had been shattered in multiple places by the collapsing wall, but otherwise he was unscathed. For a couple weeks he remained at the hospital in Fort Hood, Texas, his leg elevated and in a cast, making an occasional hobble to the bathroom.

	His second week in the hospital, a new doctor came in with a thick clipboard. “Hanson?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Good to meet you, I’m Dr. Waters.”

	“Good to meet you,” they shook hands. The doctor held up his clipboard and began reading. Then he scowled. Then he flipped through some of its pages. Then he scowled harder.

	“Says here . . . says here you have a skull fracture?”

	“I sure hope not.”

	“Yeah, you do not have a skull fracture. You’re Alex Hansen?”

	“No, I’m Adam Hanson, S-O-N.”

	“Ah geez. I’m sorry, looks like the paperwork got messed up.”

	“It’s not the first time. Is Hansen, I mean, the other Hansen, is he okay?”

	“You know him?” the doctor asked.

	“I do.”

	“Well, he was, well, I shouldn’t comment. He’s gonna be okay.”

	“Can I see him?”

	“Yeah, you’ll get a chance.”

	As he started physical therapy, Adam also began paying visits to the other AH. Hansen had been hit in a cave-in of his own, brought on by an improvised explosive. His head was mounted in a metal halo screwed into his skull. Adam, now able to go out, brought junk food to his friend, and a few weeks later they were hobbling around together.

	“You doing anything for the holidays?” Alex asked as they walked circuits along an indoor running track. As he spoke Alex twisted in a robotic fashion toward Adam, never moving his neck.

	Adam paused to brace on his crutch while he shrugged. “Nah.”

	“Going home?”

	“This is home.”

	“You’re not going to go see family?”

	“I don’t have any family.”

	Alex twisted toward him again. “None at all?”

	“None that I want to see. Bunch of peacenik hippy fuckers.”

	“Oh, it’s like that, huh?”

	“Use to be I got a lecture whenever I saw them about how I needed to get my life together. Now I wish that’s all I got. Now they’re gonna go on about how stupid the president is and how there were no weapons of mass destruction and bullshit like that.”

	“So, is this like your whole family? Or just your parents?”

	“My parents both passed away. It’s my aunt and uncle, and my half-sister and her know-it-all fucktard husband. Stuck up pretentious hipsters. My younger sister is cool, but she’ll be hanging out with them.”

	“Well if you’re not going anywhere for Christmas, you want to join my family?”

	“No, no, I couldn’t.”

	“Nah, it’s cool, man,” Alex said. “There’s a lot of us. My parents wouldn’t mind. They do a big turkey dinner on Christmas Day.”

	“No, I really don’t want to impose.”

	“You sure, man? It’s totally cool if you want to.”

	“No, no, I’m sure.”

	“So what are you gonna do for Christmas then?”

	“I don’t know,” Adam stopped for a moment so he could shrug again. “Nothing special. Christmas is just another day. What I’m looking forward to is getting back.”

	“Getting back?”

	“You know, back on duty. Back to Iraq.”

	“What?”

	“Iraq. There’s still a war to win there, ya know.”

	“Dude, you’re crazy.”

	“You don’t want to go back?”

	“Hell no! I ain’t never going back to that fucking place.” Alex tapped his metal halo. “After this? No fuckin’ way. I’m servin’ out my time here and gettin’ the fuck out.”

	“Well, I won’t hold it against ya, but they still need more people over there.”

	Alex stopped walking and twisted his torso to look at Adam. “Man, you really like, believe in this, don’t you?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“This whole war. This whole . . . thing.”

	“You don’t?”

	“Hey, I do what they tell me. I just, ya know . . . are we really doing any good over there?”

	“Of course.” Adam resumed walking, his friend following along. “We’re liberating people. We’re taking out the fuckers that attacked us.”

	“I guess. They didn’t seem too happy with us.”

	“Are you gonna start giving me hippy shit now?”

	“No, man, I just, ya know. Just wondering if it’s worth it, ya know.”

	“It’s worth it. If we hadn’t attacked them they’d have attacked us. With a fucking nuke or something. Imagine an American city getting blown up by a fucking nuke.”

	“They didn’t have nukes though.”

	“Yeah, well, whether you own a gun or not, if you start threatening to kill people they’re gonna come and arrest you.”

	“Yeah, I guess so.” Alex twisted to glance at Adam again. “You sure you don’t want to join me for Christmas? You’d like my dad, he agrees with you.”

	“No, thank you though, I do appreciate it.”

	They walked on for a lap in silence.

	“Hey, Hanson,” Alex said. “Have you ever been to Washington D.C.?”

	“Never.”

	“Me either. I was thinking about making a trip this spring. One of those things, ya know, to do before ya die. You wanna come with me?’

	“Sure, if I’m around.”

	It was not until the next summer, when both Hanson and Hansen were ambulatory again, that they got around to taking that D.C. trip. They headed straight for the National Mall. They entered from the south side, coming right up to the Washington Monument.

	“You think maybe George was overcompensating for something?” Alex asked as they stared up at the obelisk.

	“George Washington didn’t build this thing, it was built after the Civil War.”

	“Come on man, lighten up.”

	“I don’t know why people always think the Washington Monument is phallic in some way. It has nothing to do with sex, or really anything to do with art. It’s just, giant and awesome.”

	“That’s what she said.”

	“Shut the fuck up.” Adam shook his head and moved along.

	Years later, staring out a window in the White House, Adam would ask me the same essential question: why does everyone think the Washington Monument is a phallic symbol?

	“People do that for most everything,” I said. “Any object significantly longer in one dimension than the other two is considered phallic.”

	Like his younger self, Adam could only shake his head. “People really need to get over themselves. There are so many more important things in the world.”

	On that August day the two soldiers headed toward the White House. Outside they found a crowd gathered with handmade signs and candles.

	“Oh great, what is this?” Adam asked.

	Alex shrugged. “Looks like protesters.”

	“More fuckin’ hippies, great.”

	“Oh, this is that lady, the one that’s protesting at the president’s ranch.”

	“What? Is she protesting at the ranch or here?”

	“I don’t know, but I see a bunch of signs with her name and stuff. Come on, let’s head over to the Lincoln Memorial.” Alex started to turn, but Adam remained staring ahead at the crowd. “Come on, man, let’s go.”

	Adam shook his head again. “Fucking hippies. They just don’t fucking get it.”

	“Come on, Hanson, you don’t want to talk to those people.”

	With some hesitation, Adam started to follow. “Talking would do no good anyway. They don’t want to understand.”

	His compatriot said nothing, and grinned, because he did not have to say anything. He had been hanging around Adam long enough to know.

	“They complain about how the president keeps changing the justification for the war, but of course he has to make up justifications. He’s trying to sell it to idiots! If he explained it all to them they wouldn’t understand, because they don’t want to. It would fuck their entire ideology. Everything these people do, their whole fucking lives, it all runs on oil, without oil they wouldn’t even be here, they’d be medieval peasants, scrapping in the dirt so as not to starve and dying of diseases in their forties. ‘No Blood for Oil.’ That is so fucking stupid. This country’s blood is oil!”

	 

	It took more than two years, between recovery and advanced training, but at last Adam surged back to Iraq. This time he walked off the transport plane into a broiling hot and blinding bright day. There to greet him was Lieutenant Fred Alderman.

	“Good afternoon, sir.”

	“Ah, ah,” Alderman pointed to the rank insignia on his sleeve.

	“Oh, oh, yes, congratulations, sir.” Adam stopped and saluted.

	“At least you’re still calling me sir.” Alderman stepped forward. Adam remained standing there, rigid, still saluting, under the officer’s stare. “You’ve never had a lot of military bearing Hanson. But let me tell you something. I’d call it advice, but you already do it, and that’s why you’re here now.” He glanced over at some crates being unloaded from the transport plane. “At any place you work, now or in the future, if you wanna keep your job, be the guy who does things nobody else there wants to do. If you’re that guy, they’ll never get rid of you.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	At last Alderman returned the salute. Then he smiled and extended a hand. “At ease, corporal. How‘ve you been?”

	“Good sir.”

	“So you’re my new handler?”

	“That’s right, sir.”

	“Is this the hound?” he gestured to an unloaded crate.

	“Yes, sir, this is Fox.”

	Kneeling next to the grating in the front of the crate Adam got the dog sitting. Then he opened the crate, stood next to it, and signaled. A light furred Labrador bounded out and started to move off, but with a call and signal from Adam heeled and sat by his side.

	“Fox, huh?”

	“He’s a desert fox, sir”

	Alderman smiled. “Alright then. Come on.”

	That spring was Adam’s triumphant return to the site of his injury and defeat two and half years earlier. Lieutenant Alderman’s squad was deployed to Fallujah to sweep for and dispose of improvised explosive devices. As the dog handler, looking for the explosives in the first place, Adam was once more right out in front.

	From the very first day on patrol, when the sound of a nearby explosion freaked out the whole squad and the dog in particular, Fox was always with him. The dog whined whenever more than a few feet from his master. He would sit by Adam when he ate, curl up at his feet when he slept, stand outside the booth when he showered. For all the places he was not supposed to take the dog, Adam did so anyway. Nobody complained, not even Lieutenant Alderman.

	In truth, the lieutenant had no reason to complain. Fox was still an effective bomb sniffer, one of the best if judged by his tests, and had developed some kind of psychic connection with his handler. They moved together on sweeps without words. Adam wielded a magician’s skill with his hands when giving Fox commands and the dog understood and carried out complex orders better than most raw recruits.

	Such was life for the first ten months back on crusade.

	 

	Beneath a crimson sun Adam stood next to Lieutenant Alderman, both waiting on their interpreter. This clean shaven man from the Iraqi security forces was talking with the owner of an auto repair shop that stood like a beacon among a neighborhood of crumbling buildings and outright ruins.

	“He says he saw them early this morning, across the street.” Interpreter and shopkeeper were pointing in slightly different directions.

	“This buildings, over here?” Alderman singled out a tall, bombed-out structure right across the street.

	The shopkeeper talked fast, pointing around some more in that general direction.

	“Yes, he says. That building and the one behind it.”

	“And he thinks they were making bombs?”

	There was a longer exchange this time. “He says he heard loud noises, woke him up. He says they were very suspicious. They left before dawn, he saw them carrying armfuls of something, he could not see . . .”

	In exaggerated motions the shopkeeper was holding out his arms to indicate the armloads of things being carried.

	“Alright,” the Lt nodded. “We’ll check it out. Come on.”

	With Adam, Fox, and two firing squads, the lieutenant led the way across the street. There was a marked difference between the clear, swept area around the auto shop and the rubble-strewn alleys of these ruins. Adam followed behind a couple of point men with rifles readied as they entered the first building.

	In the front room they found most of the second floor lying on the ground, leaving a hole above and rubble everywhere. Beyond were a series of rooms with linoleum floors. The center of one room was filled with folding tables and chairs, while the walls had what looked like kitchen counters and cabinets. The place might have once been a restaurant. Now though Fox was letting out low barks at various sinks and tables as he scented through the room.

	“I don’t see anything,” Adam said, “but he’s definitely got a scent.”

	“Looks like they cleared out already.” Alderman said. “Let’s check the next building.”

	On the side of this structure was a doorway out into the debris filled alley. The squads headed out toward a lower but more intact building behind the first one. Again Adam followed behind a couple of point men.

	“Hanson,” Alderman said as he signaled everyone to a halt. He had glanced over his shoulder and now turned to look back down the alleyway. “Hanson, come check this out.”

	The lieutenant started walking back toward the main street. It was at that moment, two steps back the way they came, that a rifle shot interrupted the quiet that had pervaded this morning so far. The lieutenant’s left leg exploded in blood beneath him, and he stumbled and face-planted into the ground.

	“Shit!” someone shouted.

	“Sniper!” someone more adept added.

	“Get to cover, get to cover,” the platoon sergeant, Westing, said, shooing Adam and those behind him back the way they came. Soldiers scrambled back through the doorway or dove into a narrow side alley.

	Adam and Fox were back inside before he had a chance to think. Turning around he saw a soldier kneeling down next to the lieutenant.

	“Get to cover private,” Westing said as he moved past.

	“But the lieutenant.” This was the last thing the private said. His head exploded mid-sentence, not more than ten feet from where Adam stood.

	Westing came rushing through the doorway. Behind him another private was passing the lieutenant when another rifle shot sounded. Adam could not see the wound, but the man fell just as the lieutenant had.

	“Shit, give ‘em some smoke!” Adam shouted.

	“What?” Westing said, then realized. He tossed a smoke grenade out into the alley.

	“I think he’s up above,” a soldier at a nearby window reported, signaling with a frantic gesture. “In the next building down.”

	Westing popped out from the doorway to open fire in that direction.

	“I’ll get the lieutenant,” Adam said.

	“Smoke’s not thick enough.”

	“I got ‘em.”

	With that Adam burst out of the doorway. A breeze running down the alley was acting to disperse the smoke, but it was still enough to sting the eyes. Adam rushed over to Lieutenant Alderman, rolled him over onto his back, then grabbed him under the arms and dragged him back toward the building. Behind him he heard gunfire as the squad opened up on the suspected sniper position.

	A streak of blood was left on the linoleum floor as Adam pulled the lieutenant inside and clear of the doorway. His leg had almost been severed by the round and was pulled along with him only by a series of thin, bloody strips.

	As the gunfire picked up in intensity, Adam bounded out the doorway again. Just as with the lieutenant, he rolled the downed private onto his back and dragged him inside. His wound was less obvious, but Adam saw the dark stain on the back of his body armor, and the private coughed up more blood as they arrived.

	In less then ten minutes they were all out of there, mounted up and headed back to the forward operating base. A new platoon would come in to clear out the sniper nest and finish checking the abandoned explosives lab.

	The lieutenant was evacuated out of Iraq the next day. He wound up with a desk job at the Pentagon and a metal rod for a leg.

	 

	Adam would receive a commendation for his actions that day. By bureaucratic happenstance he got it at the same time as he was awarded a Purple Heart for the wound he received in the second Battle of Fallujah.

	Both awards were presented to him by Lieutenant Thompson, the new platoon commander. It was one of the first things the new lieutenant did, and one of the only moments Adam felt anything but loathing for him.

	Thompson was a strict disciplinarian who took a dislike to Adam’s ‘slovenly’ bearing and his ever-present dog. Fox was banished from the barracks and the mess hall. In response, Adam spent that much more time out at the kennel and away from the rest of the platoon. Like any shamanic warrior separated from his spirit animal, he was often listless and withdrawn. It became a standard sight at dinner to see him at the end of the table, separated from the other soldiers, absently eating as he read a book, never looking at his food.

	As the new guy, Sergeant Stevenson, sat down at the table one evening, he gestured with a thumb down the table. “So, what’s with this guy?”

	“Hanson?” Westing, sitting across the table, said. “What about him?”

	“I am sitting right here.”

	“Every day,” Stevenson said, “I see him sitting there reading. Is that all he does?”

	Westing shrugged. “What cha’ reading there Hanson?”

	With some maneuvering Adam held up the book toward them with one hand while spooning in corn off his dinner tray with the other.

	“Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom,” Stevenson read the title. “What is that?”

	Adam carried on his side of the conversation without ever breaking sight of his book. “It’s a book.”

	“Well no kidding.”

	“It’s about political philosophy, if you’re really interested.”

	“Where did you get that book Hanson?”

	“I ordered it from Amazon like all the others.”

	“He goes through some thick book like that every week,” Westing said.

	“You should get one of those e-readers Hanson,” Stevenson said.

	“I might do that.”

	“He sure doesn’t say much, does he?”

	This got a sardonic smile from Westing.“Oh, you can get him talking if you want.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Check this out.” Westing turned and spoke right to Adam. “So, Hanson, I hear Obama’s ahead in the polls.”

	“I’ve heard the same thing.”

	“Think I might vote for him myself.”

	“You’re an idiot if ya do.”

	“You don’t want a black man as president?”

	“Are you voting for him because he’s black?”

	“What if I am?”

	“It’s a stupid reason to vote for somebody.”

	Westing flashed another smile across at Stevenson as he continued. “Well I think I’ll vote for him because he’ll bring us all home, how about that?”

	“Who wants to win wars when you can just give up?”

	“Hey,” Stevenson said, picking up on the thread. “I think I might vote for him too. I mean, didn’t McCain say we should invade Iran?”

	“We should invade Iran.”

	“Yeah, you’re right,” Westing said, “he did say that.”

	“I actually got to see Obama when he visited Baghdad a couple weeks ago,” Stevenson said. “He seemed pretty cool.”

	“You’re voting for him because he seemed cool!” Adam banged a fist on the table and at last looked up at his interlocutors. “That’s what decides it? You’d rather have a fucking beer with him? That’s how that idiot Bush got elected.”

	“You think Bush is an idiot?” This was a genuine question from Stevenson.

	“He is an idiot,” Adam said. “He’s mismanaged everything, but that doesn’t mean we fucking abandon the whole project. If Obama is elected everything we’ve done here was in vain. He’ll pull out and the whole country will collapse just like Vietnam did. It’s a big win for Al Qaeda if Obama wins, they get to move in when we leave. Them and Iran, Iran wins big too.”

	Adam’s voice rose as he gained momentum. “We’ll basically have handed control of the Persian Gulf to Iran. They’ll start their own oil exchange, price oil in fucking dinar or euros or some shit instead of dollars, then we’re all fucked. America won’t be able to borrow money at will, the government will actually have to balance the budget, and Obama’s solution to that will be more taxes. You guys want to pay more taxes? More income taxes, a carbon tax, whatever other fucking tax they can dream up.”

	Not just the two sergeants, but the whole table on down from them was now staring at Adam. As he recovered from the torrent and his eyes refocused he saw they were all wearing giant dopey grins. “Oh yeah,” said Westing. “We’re all about the carbon tax, Hanson.”

	“Fuck you guys,” Adam said, and turned back to his book.

	The scene in the mess hall was almost identical two days later when Sergeant Westing arrived bearing a large cardboard box.

	“You finally get that package?” Stevenson asked.

	“What’s this?” the man next to him said.

	“Guy’s been talking about getting this package for weeks.”

	“My little brother keeps saying he’s gonna send me something,” Westing said. “He’s been all excited about it, wanted to put together a bunch of stuff, have mom help him bake cookies.”

	Opening the package Westing found it stuffed with bubble wrap and wadded paper padding. He began pulling this out, spilling it onto the table. Most of the box was filled with it. Finally, at the bottom, he found a solitary brick that he held up with a confused look.

	“A brick?” Stevenson said. “Bummer man.”

	Westing fixed him with a crooked stare.

	“All I got in the mail today was this issue of Maxim.” Stevenson held up the magazine with a beautiful blond on the cover.

	“Oh man, you got the one with the Victoria’s Secret girl,” the soldier next to him said. “I got one with Paris Hilton. She’s kinda nasty if you ask me.”

	“Hey, at least you got a Maxim,” another soldier said. “I got a bunch of paperback Tom Clancy novels.”

	“I got a box of cookies,” still another soldier added. “Might be a little stale, but they look homemade.”

	“Wow, you guys really made out,” Adam said, still at the end of the table. From within his open book he pulled out a loose piece of paper. “All I got was this letter. Dear Andy, how are you? I am good. Mom said . . .”

	The dry, flat tone Adam managed as he read the letter was too much. Everyone burst out laughing.

	“Man, fuck you guys,” Westing said, but smiled as he tossed a wad of packing paper down toward Adam. This was met with a return volley of all the stuff from his package. “How’d you manage to get everything out and seal it back up so perfectly?”

	“It’s a special talent,” Stevenson said.

	“Was this your idea?”

	“Nah, man, that was all Hanson. Dude, Hanson,” Stevenson leaned down the table and held out a fist. “Hanson, that was awesome.”

	Without getting up, Adam leaned over and returned the fist bump, still wearing a wry smile on his face.

	 

	Autumn saw no relenting of either the heat or the endless series of buildings to be swept for explosives. Adam and Fox found themselves moving through a building that might once have been a high school. There were long halls lined with rooms full of broken desk-chair units like those ubiquitous in Adam’s own high school. There was an auditorium with a collapsed roof covering the seating. There was an empty swimming pool.

	There were not any explosives. Fox had found nothing but a desolate ruin, filled with garbage and ghosts. They finished sweeping one long wing of classrooms and moved to a room with empty bookshelves that might once have been a library. Most of the furniture in here had been piled toward the back end, creating heaps of garbage along the far wall and a layer of dust and rubble throughout the rest of the room.

	Fox barked and began leading toward the back end garbage mound. The dog homed in on an overturned chair sitting atop an overturned table. Peeking around Adam picked up the chair.

	Beneath it was some kind of Frankenstein electrical box. Wires erupted from this thing in all directions, making it look like some kind of invertebrate horror. A few wires led to artillery shells tucked underneath the table, while others snaked into the garbage pile, where they disappeared. One trailed into the dust that covered the floor of the room, heading back toward the entrance.

	“I, uh, I got a big one here. Looks like some of it is our stuff,” Adam said, noting the English markings on the nearby shell. He looked about at the infantrymen with him in the room, then continued on his radio. “Lieutenant. I’ve got a pretty extensive IED here, looks like a trigger set to a whole bunch of old shells and secondary explosives.”

	“You! Hey you!” Adam turned around to see some of the infantrymen rushing out into the main lobby. Across the way from the library a man was peeking out from the broken windows of the main office. Even from here Adam could see he held something in one hand.

	“Oh shit.” Adam said, and with a jolt started to run. “Get out of here.”

	“You, put down the phone!” someone shouted.

	Adam was almost out of the room when the explosion hit. It came from all directions, blowing out the walls and glass partitions. There was not much force to the blast, leaving him only to stumble from its pressure. Right away though, the room was filled with smoke.

	Fox yelped and then let out a soul-piercing howl. The smoke hit Adam in the eyes like a gout of liquid fire. He gulped for air and felt the same searing burn rush inside him. Pain, white-hot and unabating, engulfed the world.

	“It’s white phosphorous,” someone yelled. “We’ve got WP burns here.”

	Adam stumbled into the relative clear of the open lobby. He was no longer holding onto Fox’s handle. He had no idea where the dog was. The world itself was nothing but dark red. He stumbled forward and fell to the ground. Somewhere mid fall he lost consciousness.

	 

	Adam Hanson was on a plane bound for a hospital in Germany the day Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy. He was blind, his lungs on fire, and he had no idea of the cataclysmic events sweeping the world economy. To the nurses and doctors who saw him he kept repeating the same thing.

	“They killed my fucking dog. Those fuckers! They fucking killed my dog!”

	A couple weeks later he was transferred to the medical center in Fort Hood, Texas. His eyes remained swollen, his vision sporadic, and his sinuses and lungs had suffered mild burns from the powdered white phosphorous. The doctors kept telling him he would see again, that once the swelling died down his vision would return. He kept telling them to leave him to die in peace.

	The pain in his eyes persisted. When it flared, it obliterated everything else in the world. They kept him on pain medication. He was left in a constant wobbling state, somewhere between true consciousness and universal transcendence.

	By the time he got to Texas, he was strong enough to eat solid foods. Another week and he could breathe without pain. His sight was still gone though, limited to differentiating between light and dark in his little hospital room. When, a month after the incident, his sight had still not improved, the doctors decided to start running tests. He wound up in an MRI, scanning for other trauma to the eye orbits that might be causing his sight loss.

	As they wheeled him back into his hospital room after this scan, the nurse said to him, “Would you like some good news?”

	“Please don’t toy with me.”

	“No, it really is good news.”

	“What is it?”

	“Stick out your hand.”

	Adam let his right arm flop to his the side. A moment later he heard the click of paws on the tile floor. They had tried to surprise him, but the sound, the sensation, the psychic link meant he already knew. The tongue licking his hand just confirmed it.

	“Fox? Fox, you’re alive.” Adam leaned forward, reaching across, flailing in his blindness. He managed to get the dog’s head in both hands, then rubbed vigorously.

	“Wait,” he said. “Something’s wrong.” This was met with only silence. “What is it? This is Fox right, not some cruel joke.”

	“It’s Fox, yes,” a new voice said.

	“Who’s that?”

	“Sorry. Corporal Hanson, I’m Dr. Ed Forester with the military working dog veterinary clinic.”

	“What’s wrong with my dog, doc? He’s dying, isn’t he? You’ve brought him here to say goodbye before he’s put down.”

	“No, no, that’s not it at all.”

	“Well, what is it?” Adam reached down and rubbed the dog’s head again.

	“Fox was . . . he was hit by the white phosphorous worse than you were. He was burned along his right side. We, um, we had to amputate the right hind leg.”

	Adam’s lifeless eyes just stared into space. His petting of Fox slowed. “You’ll never work in the army again, boy. I guess we should be happy they didn’t just put you down.”

	“He’s a soldier,” the vet said. “We don’t just euthanize injured soldiers.”

	“So what happens to him now?”

	“Well, you’ll get a chance to adopt him yourself, if you like. As his handler you get first priority before he’s put up for general adoption.”

	“Yes,” Adam nodded. “Yes, I would like that.”

	The morale boost Fox brought lasted for a few days. The tests continued without relent or result and the world remained dark. Adam sank back into depression. Unable to read, and still drifting between mental states because of the pain medication, he spent his days listening to election coverage on television.

	“I wonder,” another in an endless series of doctors said to Adam one day, “if your sight loss might not be psychosomatic.”

	“You think I want to be blind?”

	“Oh no, it’s not that. But an extreme case of post-traumatic stress disorder could be a contributor to your sight loss.”

	“Do you think I have PTSD doc?”

	“Why don’t you tell me?” The noises let Adam know the doctor had taken a seat.

	“Do I have any of the symptoms?”

	“You do seem depressed.”

	“I’m depressed because I can’t fucking see.”

	“And irritable,” the doctor paused. “Do you spend a lot of time thinking about what happened?”

	“I spend more time thinking about what’s going to happen.”

	“Oh?”

	“If I ever get out of here, doc, I’m going into politics.”

	“Why politics?”

	“Because music can’t change the world, and being a grunt can’t either. If I’m going to save the world, I need to aim for the top.”

	“You think the world needs saving?”

	“Can you tell me with a straight face it doesn’t?” Adam reached out as if he were going to feel the doctor’s face.

	“And you feel you’re the one who has to save it?”

	“Well, who else is gonna do it? You?”

	“I’m not here to be judgmental.”

	“Of course you are, that’s your whole job. But yes, why not me? If God gives me that chance, I’m gonna take it. If I ever get out of here you’ll be hearing about me. Just wait, my time will come.”

	 

	Waking from a restless sleep Adam became aware of someone else in the room.

	“Hello? Who’s there?”

	“It’s me, Adam, Dr. Weiss. How are you this morning?”

	“Oh, who won?”

	“Last night? The Steelers.”

	“What? No, who won the election?”

	“Oh, today is only Tuesday. The election isn’t over yet.”

	“Oh. Thank goodness.” Adam fumbled at his bedside table, got the remote, felt through the buttons to find the topmost one, and turned on the television.

	He spent the entire day listening to coverage. By now he could piece together the electoral map, with its pattern of red and blue states, in his mind. He knew sure states, the predetermined ones, and he knew the battlegrounds that would decide it all. Blind and mute he lie there through the day and evening and listened to the returns.

	When a nurse came in that evening to check on him before lights out, she found him sitting up in bed, his head still pointed toward the television, though it was now turned off. The remote control lay on the other side of the room, its batteries and battery cover separated by its collision with the wall.

	Tears were rolling down Adam’s cheeks. “Mr. Hanson?” the nurse said.

	“So it really has all been in vain,” he whispered.

	The nurse got his bed lowered down, the remote recovered, and the lights out. As he laid there, his mind as always drifting on the medication, Adam saw the first shape he had seen in almost two months. It was nothing special. It looked like a plus sign, a white plus written with an unsteady hand on the black background of his vision.

	It started to get bigger. It extended, brightened, grew more jagged. It took on a shape more like a cross. A glowing white cross drifting toward him. The vertical part resolved into a figure in white, the horizontal part became wings and outstretched arms.

	The glowing, angelic figure Adam saw was not something out of a cartoon. Its face was monstrous, a mouth filled with shark teeth, eyes with dancing flames behind them, a blood red halo. Its wings unfurled as it neared. One arm rose to hold aloft a great burning torch, the other reached toward him with an open hand. It filled his vision with a terrible shining brilliance. It opened its mouth. Hellfire burned inside. Without moving its lips words spilled out, a jumble of nonsense sounds and disjointed phrases. “Deliver Me,” a voice boomed, and the white hand reached up toward his face.

	“Ahhhhh! Ahhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!”

	The light flipped on in the room. Adam, tangled up in his bed sheets, shot upright. The nurse had come back in response to his screaming. He looked at her, looked about at the room, looked down at his hands.

	“I can see,” Adam said, and sunk back down onto the bed. “I can see.”

	



	

Chapter 8

	 

	THE VISION

	 

	At my first White House gala, Senator Rose was giving me the Washington look. That is, he was peering over my shoulder to survey the rest of the room, hoping to spot somebody more important he could be talking to instead.

	The gala took place in what was still called, in an official sense, the state dining room. The first lady had converted it into something more casual, a combination of a fifties diner and the juice bar from the old party headquarters. We called it the state juice bar.

	The occasion was the passage, in the lame duck session of Congress, of the United Democracies treaty. As the leader of the Nationalist Congressional Caucus, Senator Rose had shepherded through the legislation and so shared in the evening’s glory. I could not blame him for wanting to soak in some adulation from someone above a nondescript political advisor who would not even have ranked high enough to get invited to this gala in other administrations.

	I had added nothing to the conversation for several minutes other than some nods of approval, thinking I would give him an easy out. It took me that long to realize the senator was torn between wanting to talk to someone more important and seizing the opportunity for an extended diatribe on all his wonkish policy prescriptions.

	Looking over Rose’s shoulder, I saw an opportunity to escape the conversation myself. “Ah, it looks like the president has arrived.”

	The senator turned to see that Adam, along with much of the party leadership, had just entered without fanfare and started to mingle. “Oh, good. Well, Mr. Adder, if you’ll excuse me I should go say hello to our illustrious leader.”

	“Of course.”

	I took a moment to look around the room. I had never been to such a gala before, but the crowd seemed sparse, even with the arrival of Adam’s entourage. Over by the bar I spotted my protege, Cassie, speaking with Fred Alderman. I headed over to get a drink myself.

	“Sam.” As I finished pouring myself a bourbon, Fred raised his own drink. We clinked glasses in a silent toast.

	“Are you not having any?” I asked Cassie.

	She flashed that bright smile even as she slunk back a little. Unlike the interview where I hired her, or any other time at work, she transformed at these cocktail parties into a painful awkwardness.      “I, uh,” Cassie said, “I usually don’t drink.”

	“Is that a fad now?” I asked. “Did the president start that?”

	“Maybe. Hard alcohol sales have been down the last several years.”

	“You know that off the top of your head?” Fred asked.

	“Hey, this is my economics expert,” I said with a gesture to my underling. “But I’ll bet those numbers don’t take into account all the people making moonshine these days.”

	“Yeah,” Cassie shrugged, “that’s probably true.”

	“Either way,” I raised my glass to Cassie, “you’re a better person for it.” I finished off the bourbon, letting it evaporate in my mouth. “So tell me straight up Fred, are we gonna be going to war?”

	He gave me a quizzical look over his own glass. “Oh, because of the United Democracies? Nah, I wouldn’t be concerned about that. All this talk about NATO going away is hype.”

	“So we’re not withdrawing from NATO?” Cassie asked.

	“No, no. Well, not officially. The defensive pact stuff in the United Democracies charter doesn’t mean we have to withdraw, even if it kind of implies that previous mutual defense agreements are voided. It’s . . . it’s international law, and let’s face it, there really is no such thing. Countries are gonna do what they’re gonna do. Either way, NATO will still be around. It’s not like Russia will think we won’t come to anybody’s aid now and is gonna start invading everybody.”

	“Actually I was referring specifically to war with Iran,” I said.

	“Iran?” Fred paused, then shook his head. “No, definitely not.”

	“Really?”

	“Why would we?”

	“Because of the whole nuke inspection thing.”

	“Pff. No. All the preliminary stuff from the White Commission is saying the bomb came from Pakistan, or else was assembled somehow by those anarchists. I get the feeling the president is more interested in hunting down the environmentalist groups that were involved. That and, really, would there be any support for attacking Iran now?”

	I tried to remember the latest polling on the subject. “Not a lot. Right after The Event, definitely, but now its tapered off. Nobody believes they have nukes anymore.”

	“My point exactly.”

	“Is that really true though? What’s your assessment?”

	“Sam, you of all people should know about dealing with uncertainty.”

	“Alright, what would you put the odds at?”

	 Fred took another drink while he considered. “Of them having a nuclear weapon already? Fifty-fifty. Of them being able to build one in six months if they got the right components. Very high.”

	“That’s not reassuring.”

	“Trust me, we’re not going to invade Iran. Sanctions, yes, but no military action. You want to worry about something worry about the trade war we’re about to start.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Your minion was just telling me about it.”

	We both turned back to Cassie.

	“It’s,” Cassie fidgeted, “well, it’s not all that bad.”

	“She was just saying how the United Democracies free trade zone will hurt the economy overall.”

	“I . . . it’s more complicated than that.”

	“Of course it is,” I said.

	“Tariffs hurt the economy more than they help, but they spread the pain around so nobody notices, while everybody notices the jobs lost and plants closed because of free trade and cheap foreign imports. It’s a classic game-theory scenario.”

	“So doesn’t that mean this free trade zone is a good thing then?” I asked.

	“Yeah, but ya make a lot of enemies this way,” Cassie was becoming more animated as we get into her area of expertise. “And there are more new tariffs than are offset by the free trade zone.”

	“Even with India?”

	“Even then. Remember once this goes into effect next year we’ve effectively withdrawn from NAFTA and the WTO. Not officially, but they would probably approve reciprocal tariffs for China and the EU. That’s how you start a trade war.”

	“Would that affect energy prices?” Fred asked.

	“Maybe. Most of the drop recently is because of all the expanded coal and nuclear production the Browning Administration approved that is just now coming online.”

	“Are you guys talking lame boring stuff?” Eve asked as she arrived, along with her husband and much of the party leadership: the Badillo brothers, the doctor, Rudy and Nina, Franks, and of course Senator Rose. Following in their wake was a waiter with a tray full of champagne glasses. With an easy sweep, Manny had these distributed.

	“Sam,” Adam said as if it were a full sentence. He stepped forward both to shake my hand and dodge the champagne glasses being handed out, then pulled me into a hug. He did the same to Fred.

	“Congratulations sir,” Fred said.

	“Congratulations to us all LT. Sam, who is this lurking behind you?”

	“Oh, Mr. President, this is my new economic expert, Cassie Sullivan. She’s in charge of our new economic simulations. Cassie, this is . . . well, the president.” Nobody ever did teach me the right way to introduce the president. I think I flubbed it every time.

	“Excellent,” Adam said. “The sorcerer’s apprentice. Good to meet you.”

	Manny handed the president something non-alcoholic, then raised his glass. “A toast then. To our win today and bigger wins tomorrow.”

	It was good champagne. The kind one just can’t find anymore.

	“So where is everybody?” Rudy said. “I thought there would be a bigger turnout.”

	Looking around I saw most of the crowd was still the Nationalist Party leadership and their various entourages.

	“Well most of the congressional delegation is coming down from Philadelphia,” Fred said. “I assume they’ll be arriving a little later, right?”

	“Maybe,” Senator Rose said. “Some of them.”

	“That sounds ominous,” I said.

	“Oh, no,” he gave an odd, discordant little chuckles. “I just mean, not all of our Republican allies seemed eager to attend.”

	“Why not?” Adam asked.

	“Well, I suppose not all of them consider this to be a big win, as you say.”

	“They don’t? Why the fuck not? They voted for it right?”

	“Out of political necessity, or perhaps a brief respite of partisanship. There is some apprehension about what it all means for next year. Those wins tomorrow you mention might not be so easy as this one.”

	“Allen, what the fuck are you talking about? We have a Senate majority. With Republican defections we just gained over a hundred seats in the House. What’s gonna stop us from passing the entire legislative package you put together?”

	“It’s a fragile majority, Mr. President. There are a lot of members who are going to oppose most of our agenda.”

	“It’s the default position of any political party nowadays,” Manny said. “Oppose anything a rival party is for. Ideology doesn’t even play into it anymore, it’s pure partisan tribalism.”

	“Beyond that,” Rose said, “I think there’s some resentment about how we’re handling the transition.”

	“The transition?” Adam asked.

	“After President McHenry died. There’s been some accusations of a return to the spoils system.”

	This had the president casting incredulous looks among his advisors. “What?”

	“The spoils systems is where . . .”

	“I know what the spoils system is, but what the fuck are you talking about with this transition? There hasn’t been a transition. We discussed this, we weren’t going to change anything until after the new year.”

	“It got leaked to the media,” Dr. Graham said. “It’s a minor story, but the major parties are trying to make it a big deal.”

	“I’m still not following what the issue is.”

	“They’re accusing us of overhauling the entire federal bureaucracy,” Manny said. “They claim we’re trying to replace career civil service people with Nationalist Party members.”

	“Is this about the whole federal reform I’ve proposed?”

	“Yeah, essentially.”

	Adam folded his arms. “Seriously? They’re objecting to this? I get the liberals, but even the Republicans, they’re gonna object?”

	Manny just shrugged. “Anything to make us look bad.”

	“If anybody looks bad from this it’s them. The spoils system never fucking went away. Both parties have been appointing people when they come to power, then shielding them by moving them to ‘non-appointed’ positions right before the next president takes over. That’s how this whole corrupt bullshit political machine got into place. The fucking Wall Street cronies and sycophants that brought us the oil spike are still sitting in their cushy jobs five years later, and these fucks are gonna accuse me of corruption?”

	“They’re worried about being shut out,” Senator Rose said.

	“They should be worried, because that’s exactly what’s going to happen. They fucked over the country, they wrecked the economy, they’ve been repudiated in this last election, they don’t get to fucking run things anymore. We’re bringing in new people, our own people, getting rid of these cronies and, and, fucking parasites.”

	“I don’t think that will be very popular.”

	“I think it’ll be very popular,” Dr. Graham said. “We can pitch it as cleaning house, government reform, improving efficiency. People like that sort of thing”

	“I mean popular among congress,” Rose said. “Especially the Republicans.”

	“Good!” Adam said. “They shouldn’t like it. The fact that these fucking Wall Street sycophant apologists don’t like it is how I know it’s the right thing to do!”

	“Mr. President, the Republicans are still our coalition partners. We don’t have a congressional majority without them.”

	“Why the fuck do I even care about that?” Adam’s eyes flashed as his gaze darted around all of us before returning to bore into Senator Rose. “When was the last time anybody gave a fuck about congress? The reason we’re in this mess is because that whole institution has been filled with a bunch of do-nothing, partisan sniping gasbags for a generation now. It’s why presidents get everything done with executive order nowadays. In fact, you know what, fuck it, I’m gonna just start issuing executive orders. We’re not even waiting for next year, we’ll start the whole transition and reorganization right now.”

	“I think Senator Rose has a good point,” Manny said. “It’s probably not a good idea to alienate our allies.”

	“They’re not our allies if they’re not going to support us.”

	“A lot of them would if we could gave them political cover,” Rose said.

	This gave the president pause. Nobody quite dared interrupt as he considered something, his face going through various machinations of thought. “How about this? What if I appoint a transition czar, or reorganization czar or some such? Pick a Republican to oversee this whole reorganization.”

	“This might be a good job for the vice-president,” Rudy said.

	At that several of us turned to look across the room. Adam had selected as his vice-president one Henry Edwards, former Republican governor of Georgia, as a sop to our coalition partners in the run-up to the midterms. At the moment, Edwards was in an animated discussion of his own with William Forrestal, the Nationalist Party caucus leader in the House who stood to become Speaker of the House next year. The vice president was a soft-spoken devotee of Adam who might have switched parties if he had not been selected specifically to have a Republican in the spot. He came across as folksy, a little bit militant, a little bit romantic, a little bit clueless.

	“Not a bad thought,” Adam said, “but it might be better to choose a Republican from the Senate, clear out a seat for another Nationalist. What do you think Allen?”

	Senator Rose scrunched his face in though. “I’m not sure who we’d pick.”

	“Perhaps Simon Johnson, of Tennessee?”

	Rose shook his head. “He was just reelected, he’d never give up his seat. We might try approaching Phil Warren.”

	“Hmm. Indiana. Former governor. Not a bad choice either, except the current governor is a staunch Republican, so that doesn’t gain us a Senate seat.”

	“Is that an absolute requirement, Mr. President?” Manny asked.

	“If I’m giving the Republicans this position I want something out of it.”

	“Well how about Senator Dobson then?”

	“Interesting. Conservative Arizona Democrat. That would definitely be a net pick up.”

	“Adam, do you have the entire Congress memorized?” I asked.

	“No. Only the Senate. After the last election I don’t even know all our own House members anymore. Would there by anybody there that would work Allen?”

	“I don’t know,” Rose said, “and I don’t know Senator Dobson either. I don’t know if she would be willing to take the job.”

	“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Manny said. “It might look a little too transparently strategic.”

	“Yeah, I think you’re right,” Adam said. “We should stick with the original plan, get someone from outside Washington, a non-politician, from the corporate world somewhere, someone used to coming in and overhauling an organization. Any thoughts on that, Rudy? Maybe somebody from the oil industry who might be interested.”

	“You know, sorry, sir,” Rudy said. “Nobody is jumping to mind. Let me look into it.”

	“I might know somebody,” I said. This got some immediate interested looks. “If you’re looking for a non-politician.”

	“Who is this?” the president asked.

	“Um, well, he actually is the head of a video game company. He was a client back when I was working with movie studios out in California. Since then, he’s moved his operation out to New Jersey, but yeah, he’s . . . he’s an AI expert, actually, and an economist by training.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“Cory. Cory Spears.”

	“Of Tooneworks?”

	“Yeah. You’ve heard of him?”

	“I have. I’ve played all those games.”

	“Is he qualified to handle something like this?” Manny asked with an askance glare. “This is possibly more than just replacing some various civil servants. Next year we could be moving into a major reorganization of multiple federal departments.”

	“He runs his own company. He knows something about economics. He might be registered as a Democrat, but I’m pretty sure he voted for Adam.” I shrugged. “Is anybody truly qualified for this position?”

	The president had a light in his eyes. “Manny, let’s get in touch with Mr. Spears as soon as possible. He sounds perfect for this job.”

	Our attention was caught then by a glut of suits entering the far end of the hall. A cluster of senators had arrived, having ridden down together on the just completed Philadelphia-Washington high speed rail line. Having committed so much of the Restoration Act funds to the project, much of Congress wanted to use the thing in hopes of proving its usefulness. Congressional entourages often occupied whole cars. I must admit it did match the quality of the old, pre-Event DC Metro.

	As the circle around the president broke up, he was approached by Frank Popovich. The short Treasury Secretary emerged from the crowd as if appearing by magic and stepped right up in front of Adam.

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“Frank, how are you?” Adam held out his hands.

	“Not so good, Mr. President, which is why . . .”

	“Frank, I don’t know if now is the time . . .”

	“Look, Mr. President,” Popovich kept shifting around to stay in front of Adam, even as the president kept turning to try to speak to some of the senators who had also just arrived. “Mr. President, if you could just give me a moment.”

	“Frank, if this is about what I think it’s about you’re gonna have to set up something official, now is not the time . . .”

	“God damn it, Hanson.” Popovich lunged forward and reached up as if about to grab Adam by the collar. A pair of secret servicemen materialized in that second, but held up as Popovich restrained himself from actually mauling the president.

	“Okay, okay,” Adam said. “It’s cool. Go ahead, Frank.”

	“I have been trying,” Popovich straightened out his own suit jacket. “I have been trying for months to get some answers about my chief of staff, and my office chief, and my press secretary . . .”

	Adam folded his arms. “Everybody arrested in connection with the attempted coup . . .”

	“They weren’t connected to it! They’re innocent bystanders.”

	“We have evidence showing them contacting the Speaker of the House . . .”

	“That doesn’t mean anything! I’m a politician, he’s a politician, my staff is going to be contacting him! My office was contacting him to work out the budget agreement . . .”

	“Frank,” Adam said, interrupting him, but then paused for a moment. “Frank, I believe you when you say you weren’t involved. You’ve always been forthright with us, and I’m glad you’ve continued on in my administration. But don’t you think it’s possible you may have hired some people who weren’t able to live up to your standards?”

	“I know my staff, I know . . .”

	“Frank, we have direct evidence that says otherwise.”

	“All the evidence against them is circumstantial!”

	“It might look that way based on what’s publically available . . .”

	“So you’re keeping the evidence classified and just throwing away the key? You can’t just detain people like this without letting anybody see them. I don’t even know where they’re being held for God’s sake!”

	“Well, for your information they’re being held at the new GSA facility outside Chicago for the time being. I have the authority to detain them there under the Global Security Act.”

	“God damn it!” Popovich stamped his foot, a move that did nothing for his argument. “At least let me talk to them. Mr. President, I promise you, they had nothing to do with it.”

	“I can’t do that, Frank. If they’re innocent their names will be cleared at trial.”

	“Like Roland was?”

	This got a reaction out of Adam, who stepped back with a grave look. “Roland is dead to me. She can count herself lucky she didn’t hang for treason. As far as I’m concerned, she can rot for the rest of her life in that prison.”

	“Based on classified evidence!”

	“Why are you defending her? She got her day in court. Which is a hell of a lot more than she gave me. I’d have been dead on the roadside if she had her way. I ought to have shot her myself in Aspen that morning. That would have been true justice.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“No, fuck that, I don’t want to hear anything more about Erica Roland. That traitor can rot and burn in hell.”

	The switch in temperaments was jarring, Adam now filled with an anger that dispelled Popovich’s righteousness. “Mr. President, she can’t have been all bad. You saw enough in her at one time to put her in positions of authority in your party.”

	Adam just stared at this comment for a few seconds. Then he smiled. “You’re right, Frank, but you can’t possibly know the full story. If you had seen the intelligence collected on this conspiracy . . .”

	As Adam went on, Popovich’s shoulders slumped and his gaze drooped in resignation.

	“Look, Frank, set up another meeting with Manny. I promise I won’t cancel this one. We can go over your concerns in detail.”

	“I . . . thank you Mr. President. That’s all I’m asking.”

	 

	The White House meeting room we occupied had multiple long tables, a podium, and space in front for Adam to pace. There were notebooks and mobiles and paper copies covering the tables. Advisors and politicians and aides crowded around them.

	The president held a mass of papers in his hand, speaking from them as he walked in long, slow steps. “This country today is being held back by a Republican establishment dead set against my presidency. This is a Republican party that gave up real conservatism long ago in favor of total nihilism. They’d do anything, including come out in opposition to their own principles, to remove me as a threat, because I’ve exposed them as no longer having principles save the desire for power. A Republican party bankrupt of ideas can do nothing but attack. They attack me in floor speeches and news streams and rallies, and when those regular political attacks failed they resorted to actual physical attacks. The Republicans are the party who gives us a body politic that cuts off its nose to spite its face, and the party that gives us actual American bodies dead on the roadside.”

	“No, no, no,” Dr. Graham said from where he sat near the head of one of the tables. “No, this just isn’t working.”

	“You think it lays it on too thick?” Adam asked.

	“I don’t know if you want to bring up the coup attempt again,” I said. “Voters see it as a disgraceful moment for the whole country. I don’t think they want to be reminded of it.”

	“I agree, but beyond that,” Dr. Graham said, “it’s too aggressive. We need something more conciliatory.”

	“I thought we decided to be more forceful with the Republicans,” Adam said.

	“Well, yeah, but . . .” the doctor grimaced. “The real audience in a State of the Union is the public at large. We want to present them with a positive message.”

	Adam circled around to stand behind the podium and make notes on his paper copy. “Okay, let’s kill this whole body politic part.” He turned to speak to the speech writers surrounding Dr. Graham. “I like it though, keep it in mind for a stump speech later in the year. Why don’t we open with the penalizing income part?”

	“I’ve always preferred that as a closing flourish of yours.”

	“And it worked that way for campaign speeches, but will it work here?”

	“If we want to go positive,” Manny said, “let’s open with something about the Restoration Act and everything it accomplished.”

	“I thought we decided to kill that part an hour ago,” I said.

	“Details. I think it should be in there. Don’t shy away from your accomplishments.”

	“A lot of the public does not see it as an accomplishment, necessarily.”

	This got me a crooked look from the chief of staff. “Didn’t you say earlier that the recent economic growth was because of the Restoration Act?”

	Next to me Cassie leaned forward to look down the table at Manny. “That’s correct.”

	“Truth versus public perception,” I said.

	“You know what would work better,” Adam said, “is a more recent accomplishment.” He shifted position as he turned to the other table. “Senator, is there any chance we could see some progress on the agenda before the State of the Union?”

	“Oh, Mr. President,” Senator Rose, dapper as always, looked pained by the notion. “I can’t even get a committee hearing scheduled in a week.”

	“We could in the House,” William Forrestal, sitting down from the senator, said in his raspy smoker’s voice. It was a tortured locution, ironic for a man whose title was ‘speaker’ of the house. “I can start scheduling floor votes on all four major pieces of legislation if you want, Mr. President.”

	“Four?” Manny said. “I thought we were only going for three.”

	“I have five,” Senator Rose said.

	“We should probably agree on that before anything else,” I said with a laugh.

	“Having the House pass bills doesn’t get us very far.” The man speaking here was Craig Schwartz, the short, blunt faced White House congressional liaison, another McHenry holdover. “Unless we can break a Democratic filibuster in the Senate.”

	This had Adam drumming his fingers on the podium in an inpatient gesture. “Is there any chance the filibuster will be removed next session?”

	“For ordinary legislation?” Schwartz shook his head. “No. Stanley is still the majority leader. He’s far too skittish for anything like that.”

	“So it still comes back to being four votes shy.”

	“Senator Pickett is part of the gang of five working on this legislation with Senator Rose. We can count on his vote.”

	“Sure, after all the negotiations have dragged everything out to the next election.” Adam leaned forward on the podium, shaking his head. “This can’t be another year of gridlock.”

	“Not necessarily, Mr. President, there are several democrats from conservative states willing to work with us, if we offer them something . . .”

	“No, no, no! Fuck that. I don’t want some interminable negotiation. The lesson of history is never water down your legislation. It just creates bad policy and it doesn’t bring opposition on board. We’re going scorched earth. If we can’t muscle some senators into line then I’ll pass the whole damn thing through executive order, let the motherfuckers sue to try and stop me.”

	“Okay, gentlemen, ladies, children,” Manny said, “this isn’t a strategy meetings, let’s not get off track. We still need an answer as to what we’re even proposing. How many bills do we have in committee right now?”

	“VATS,” Rose said, “Trickle down, Federal Reserve reform . . .”

	“Trickle down?” Dr. Graham asked. “What is that?”

	“It’s the decentralization bill,” Schwartz said. “We thought it should have a catchier name. It’s TrICLE, without the K. It stands for Transportation, Interior, Commerce, Labor, and Education. The departments it would devolve down to the states. Trickle down”

	“Is that really a name we want to go with?”

	“It does not poll well,” I said.

	“I like it,” Adam said, “we’re going with it. What else Senator?”

	“I also have the Social Contract Act,” Rose said, “and the Balanced Budget Amendment.”

	“Balanced Budget technically hasn’t been introduced yet,” Schwartz said. “Not that we have the votes for a constitutional amendment anyway.”

	“The House has multiple different versions of decentralization,” Forrestal said. “All of them are still stuck in Republican controlled committees though. Balanced Budget hasn’t been introduced in the House either.”

	“So guys, sorry for another interruption, but what exactly is the Social Contract Act?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“Well, the short version,” Senator Rose said. I could see on his face the contortion as he tried to restrain himself to just the short version. “It would take the money used for various social programs. Not Social Security or Medicare, but everything else, food stamps, unemployment, housing, all that would instead be funneled to various charities. Essentially outsource those programs, get rid of bureaucratic inefficiency. It would also exempt these charities from onerous federal labor regulations and contractor regulations.”

	The doctor nodded to this explanation. “That doesn’t sound like it would be difficult to pass. Or even establish by executive order.”

	“It involves federal funding.”

	“Either way I don’t want to oversell this,” Adam said. “For the State of the Union we’ll stick to the original three. And if we have no accomplishments to trumpet, let’s go ahead and open with the VATS act. That’s the most popular, right, Sam?”

	“Not necessarily. It depends on how the question is phrased. Honestly, most people, including me, think VATS stands for Vault-tec Assisted Targeting System.”

	“What?” several of those at the other table burst out.

	“That’s what I thought too,” Cassie said. Now everyone was staring at her, but she kept her own gaze fixed on the president. “It doesn’t save you money, per se, but if you need to bring down a super-mutant with a head shot it can be a real life saver.”

	Following this was total silence. Then Adam said, “I always preferred the Elder Scrolls games myself.”

	“Dude,” I whispered to Cassie, and held my hand out under the table for a fist bump.

	“So what is the most popular among these?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“It depends on how the question is phrased,” I reiterated. “Most Americans don’t know what VATS is. When you describe it to them you get a wash in terms of support.”

	“What exactly do you describe?” Rose asked.

	“I describe the details, as I understand them.”

	“Why don’t you enlighten us, Senator,” Adam said when he saw the scowl cross Rose’s face. “What’s the latest version of this bill look like?”

	“It’s a tax on the value-added to any good during a sale. That’s value-added, not final sale price, but the difference between what you sold it for and what you paid for the raw materials.” I could tell he had inserted this part of the explanation after a lot of confused questions on the point. I empathized, I had struggled with the phrasing in various poll questions. “It’s paid ultimately by the seller. There’s no tax for something sold for less value. Old cars and what have you. It doesn’t apply to food, housing, or energy, electricity or gasoline. The current version eliminates income tax for people making less than half a million dollars a year, people making over that pay a flat tax rate on income in excess of half a million, no deductions or loopholes. Corporate income tax . . . is still in negotiation.”

	The president scowled. “Is there an issue?”

	“Jim, sorry, Senator Pickett, is insisting it be kept and that we reduce corporate deductions. I’ve proposed it stay but we create a tiered deduction system based on total number of employees, with the deduction capped at a negative rate. So every corporation would get a deduction from its income taxes based on how many employees it had, relative to its total gross income. Only full American citizen employees would count. If they had enough employees then their tax rate would become negative.”

	“Wait,” Dr. Graham said. “The federal government would pay them money to have more employees? So, this isn’t just tax relief now. It’ll boost employment.”

	“That’s how I understood it to work,” I told the senator. “Minus the corporate tax part.”

	“We’re still crunching the numbers of the overall economic impact,” Cassie said.

	“The C.B.O. has . . .” Senator Rose said.

	“Nevermind that.” The doctor was out of his seat now, standing by Adam and looking at his copy of the speech. “We should emphasize how this is going to create jobs. That’s exactly the kind of thing we need.”

	“Okay, with all apologies, doctor,” Manny said, “this is still not an accomplishment.”

	“That doesn’t really matter. It’ll play well.”

	“I tend to agree with Jonah,” Adam said, “but man, mark up your own copy.” He yanked his paper copy back from the doctor, who looked a little sheepish before sitting back down and resuming his feverish writing on his notebook. “Sam, given all these details I want new numbers on the support for VATS. You said this is the most popular part of the agenda?”

	“Um, no, it’s . . . what do you mean by popular? If you just ask about each bill by name then the Balanced Budget Amendment would get the highest favorability rating. Trickle-down would be the lowest, probably because it gets associated with the economic theory of the same name, even if they have nothing to do with each other. Or maybe because it sounds like you’re getting pissed on, whichever. On the other hand, if I don’t mention the actual name, the notion of states taking over federal functions and the elimination of redundant departments is quite popular.”

	“So what you’re saying is people don’t really know what they want,” Manny said.

	“Welcome to my world,” I leaned back in my chair and threw up my hands. “Really in this case it’s almost impossible to describe everything the Trickle-down Act might do in short question form, so the public reaction depends a lot on what you choose to emphasize.”

	“That could work to our advantage,” Dr. Graham said.

	“If it’s any consolation, Mr. President,” Rose said, “VATS has the most support in the Senate.”

	“Okay then,” Adam said as he flipped through his pages. “Okay. Why don’t we keep the VATS section for the big closer and open with Trickle-down.”

	“I had a question, on that part, Mr. President,” Schwartz said. “Um, hold on.” He was gliding through pages on his electronic notebook. “Um, right here, this part. You say, ‘the federal bureaucracy has become so vast, so arcane, so incomprehensible that it has come to resemble . . . then, uh, what is this word?”

	In reply Adam just gave him a hard stare. “Cthulhu.”

	“I, uh, I don’t know what that is.” Schwartz withered a little under Adam’s continued stare. “What does that mean?”

	“You should be glad you don’t know. Even a tiny bit of knowledge of Cthulhu is enough to drive a man insane!”

	“It’s from the writings of H.P. Lovecraft,” I said.

	“I’m not familiar.”

	“Horror writer from the early twentieth century, along the lines of an Edgar Allen Poe or a Steven King.”

	“He essentially explains what it is with the next line,” Dr. Graham said.

	Schwartz looked down, then continued reading, his flat tone a contrast to how it would have sounded coming from Adam. “A dark, vile, unimaginable horror whose malodorous tentacles and hegemonic psychic assault have penetrated every aspect of American life and the American psyche. The federal bureaucracy is neither benign nor a malignant abscess, as the other parties would claim. Instead it has become so alienated from the human experience it might as well be a force of nature.”

	“Yeah,” Adam said. “I think I briefly channeled H.P. Lovecraft when I wrote that part.”

	“Mr. President,” Schwartz summoned the nerve to look up at Adam’s gaze again. “Are you sure you want this in your State of the Union address?”

	“If the reaction to the VATS acronym is any indication, then yes.”

	“I thought it was the best line of the speech,” Cassie said.

	“There ya go,” Adam held out one hand toward her. “The youth vote likes it. The line stays in. Alright?”

	“However you want to do it, Mr. President,” Senator Rose said, “but you do mention, a little later, here, some specific agencies that get moved to the states. I’m afraid not all of those may end up in the final bill.”

	“Senator, do you need my help with these negotiations?”

	“No, Mr. President, I’m sure you’ll be happy with the results. It’s just . . .”

	“You know, don’t worry about it now. Let’s not even mention which departments are affected.” Adam tore through his hard copy, finding the section and crossing out lines. “I want this to emphasize the larger idea, like Sam said. Less bureaucracy, more state-level control. Good, yes, in fact let’s move that part to the very beginning, it can be my opening salvo.” He paused, holding up the papers as he read over some of the speech to himself. Although not speaking aloud he did move his hands, practicing gestures he might use. All the while an enthusiastic, kid-playing-with-a-new-toy smile was growing across his face. “They’re not going to know what hit ‘em.”

	 

	Adam was a night person, and a lot got done at ungodly hours. Even major meetings could be scheduled late in the evening. He would start the morning around ten with a breakfast of oatmeal and a large helping of status reports. Adam would read and eat standing up, holding a notebook in one hand, stopping for a bite of oatmeal, then pacing while he read, grabbing another spoonful with each back and forth stroll from the table.

	Nothing official ever happened until about noon. By then I had been at the White House for hours, having arrived before sunrise to prepare part of the midmorning briefing. Somewhere in there I had become a manager. Minions back at my office composed surveys and ran simulations. I only checked off on what they did and compiled it into reports Adam rarely commented on. Rarely in the sense that I could go weeks without hearing anything from him about the latest numbers. He read them, I knew, and at various late night meetings he would pull out random facts from reports submitted weeks before that I had forgotten. In terms of anything filed more than a week ago Adam knew my reports better than I did.

	During those early hours I often ran into the national security team, preparing their own morning briefings and fretting about the president’s weird hours and lackadaisical attitude. Ron Delaney, now the attorney general, would sit in the conference room for half an hour prior to the ten o’clock national security briefing, complaining to his staff about how the meeting took place at seven under McHenry. Other holdovers from the previous administration, like Secretary of State Norris and Secretary of Defense Carver, also showed up prior to the start of any meetings they had, looking baffled, as if unsure they were in the right place.

	I also sometimes saw Fred Alderman waiting for the security briefing to start. “This president,” he said to me one day, “has a unique approach to the office.”

	“I think it’s a western approach. You know, I looked this up, he’s only the eleventh president ever from west of the Mississippi, and the first from a Rocky Mountain state.”

	“Laid back western attitude? I suppose that might be it.”

	“Maybe you’re just used to the military hours the previous presidents kept.” From what I knew both Browning and McHenry ran their White Houses with military precision and New York punctuality.

	“It’s more than that,” Fred said. “The president is of the opinion that most issues will take care of themselves if you just leave them be.”

	“Sounds like the opposite of most politicians.”

	“It is. The thing is, most of the time, he’s right, a lot of issues that get brought to the president really don’t need his attention. The problem is in just how these issues end up taking care of themselves.”

	After the national security briefing Adam would roll right into a morning political meeting. Director Hemming and Secretary Bob, having shown up for the first briefing at the same time as Adam, would hang around for this one as well. Rudy ran the thing, reporting the latest on legislation moving through Congress and the status of the Nationalist Party: registration, campaign strategy for next year, candidate recruitment, get-out-the-vote efforts. Dr. Graham was there as well, going over talking points for the afternoon White House press conference he held. I would discuss whatever poll or study or model I had run. Adam kept everything high level, cutting off anybody who started into minutia and delegating tasks like throwing spit-balls.

	Whenever that meeting wrapped up it was time for lunch, which most of us took with the president. It was reminiscent of our days during the campaign, when Adam would hold court at the juice bar. He would discuss just about anything: rock music, the deplorable state of the movie industry, Middle East tensions, the verbal ticks of various senators, first-person shooter games, Civil War history, the writings of Terry Pratchet, or whatever else crossed his mind. All the while, aides would show up with documents for him to review or sign or decisions to bring to his attention. Adam gave them the minimum attention necessary, sometimes shooing them away until after lunch.

	As soon as we were done eating Adam would send those same harried aides to start juggling his schedule. He would put off meetings that did not grab his interest and move forward those that did. I could never keep track of whatever press plans Dr. Graham and his PR people had that were wrecked by this, but the doctor himself never complained or even seemed irritated. 

	The people that were bothered by this were the Browning and McHenry holdovers. People like Craig Schwartz or Arnold Marshal, the beleaguered former chief of staff now serving as another of Adam’s unofficial congressional negotiators/transition experts. It was never until after five that the president at last got down to the business of meeting with these men, listening to their updates and deciding on the important issues of state that they brought before him.

	“I fail to see,” the president told them one night, “why I need to sit through another status update in which you make more excuses for your total failure to achieve any actual progress.”

	“These things take time, Mr. President,” Schwartz said.

	“That is still your most common and lamest excuse.”

	“Mr. President, passing major legislation is a slow process. Congress is designed to move slowly, it’s . . .”

	“That’s bullshit. The process is designed to move as fast as we want it to. It is now, what? April? Fuck! It’s already April and Congress is still dragging it’s feet on everything, and it’s not because they couldn’t have just voted on everything by now, it’s because they don’t want to. Fucking Democrats and traitorous Republicans are holding this up because they think it’s all a fucking zero-sum game and I can’t be allowed to win since that means they would lose. Fuck I hate those fucking people. No wonder Congress has such a low approval rating.”

	“There has been some progress Mr. President,” Marshal said. “The House has passed your VATS Act and Social Contract act and will be voting on a decentralization bill as early as next week.”

	“Passing all that so it can die in the Senate is an empty gesture. Where the fuck is Senator Rose? He promised me he could get the votes.”

	“The senator is not normally invited to our transition staff meetings.”

	“Why the fuck not? He’s usually here.”

	“Only when we schedule him explicitly to join us.”

	“Obviously the senator is having more difficulty than he anticipated,” Schwartz said.

	“We could invite him for another meeting if you like,” Marshal added.

	“Maybe a meeting with the congressional leadership in general might help.”

	“Another one!” Adam said. “No, fuck that, I’m sick of these meetings. It’s all empty promises and obfuscation.”

	“It would help, Mr. President,” Marshal said, “if you did not seem so determined to alienate the individual members.”

	“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

	“For better or worse,” Schwartz said, “a lot of congressmen don’t like the way this has been handled so far.”

	“If they don’t like these endless negotiation sessions then why do you keep insisting on having more of them?!”

	“It’s not that, Mr. President,” Marshal said. “It’s the handling of the transition. Typically there are a lot of contacts, a lot of relationships between individual congressmen and senators and the various agency workers and civil servants you’ve been replacing.”

	“Yeah, no shit! That’s the corruption I’m fighting against, the incestuous, revolving door between industry, congress, and federal agencies. That’s why they’re pissed?”

	“It’s not . . .”

	“No, fuck, you’re absolutely right. Congress is resisting me because I’m taking away their gravy train. They’re not gonna give in on this. Negotiations are over.” Spinning in his chair Adam turned to face the other side of the conference room, where Dr. Graham, myself, and the party leadership types were seated. “Let’s start talking about how much we can pass using executive orders.”

	This was directed right at the new transition czar. Cory Spears was a tall guy with the owl glasses still popular in the New York area and the same penchant for biting sarcasm that permeated his former industry.

	“I don’t see any reason we couldn’t do it all,” Spears said.

	“What do you mean?” Manny asked.

	Spears sort of shrugged, leaning over the table and staring at Adam. “The president controls all the federal departments. We could spin it as an improvement in government efficiency. We know the congress is going to pass this legislation later in the year, so why not just order the federal departments to start operating as if the bill had passed already? Get a head start on all the changes.”

	“I’ve threatened to do as much before,” Adam said, “but how would it all work in practice?”

	“So, for example, the Trickle-down bill distributes control of some federal departments to the states, so just order some agencies to start reporting to individual governors. Or order the IRS to start collecting the sales tax thing instead of income tax. Or with Treasury, they disperse funds to the agencies that then spend it however they’re supposed to. So you just order Treasury to disperse the funds differently, to the individual charities instead of the welfare programs.”

	“Isn’t all that technically illegal?” I asked. “In the sense that it violates a law passed by Congress?”

	Spears gave a little anything-but-innocent shrug. “What is illegal? If the president orders it who’s going to stop him?”

	“I’m liking this idea more and more,” Adam said.

	“Whoa, hold on,” Michael Franks, the party lawyer, said. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

	“Yeah, what does this actually look like?” Dr. Graham asked. “We just order treasury to send money to different organizations and they do so?”

	“Well, right, hold on,” Franks said. “First, just because we tell them to doesn’t mean they’ll do it. We’d be asking Treasury to violate the law. They would have legal recourse to push back.”

	“So get rid of your Treasury secretary,” Spears said. “He works for you right? You can replace him.”

	“Replacing Popovich is easier said than done,” Manny said.

	“Especially right after issuing an order like this,” the doctor said. “We would come across looking really . . . bad.”

	“Well, okay,” Spears said, “so don’t give the order to the Treasury department. Have the individual agencies redistribute the money. You can tell them to spend their money however you want.”

	“That’s true,” Adam drummed his fingers on the table. “We’ve already replaced a lot of the key people at these agencies with Nationalists. Except for Treasury we’ve already got loyal people in all the positions we need to just start executing these acts as if they’d already passed.”

	“Like you said when I first came on board, those positions were top priority.” As long as I had known him, Spears had a shit-eating grin he employed whenever discussing some advantage he had seized or cheat he had noticed, which was often.

	“This all sounds pretty risky to me,” I said.

	“We’re gonna need to take some big risks going forward,” Adam said.

	“Well, no, actually, we don’t need to. If we just play it safe and don’t screw this up you’ll be reelected next year.”

	“Playing it safe will get me a second term like every other second presidential term. I’ll be a lame duck before the first year is out. If a second term is going to be worthwhile we need to go big, Sam. As big as possible.”

	“What are the risks, Sam,” Dr. Graham asked, “as you see it?”

	“Well, I think the biggest is looking like we’re above the law. We could be painted as having gone rogue, we’d look like Nixon. On the other hand, the president is riding on seventy-eighty percent approval, so there might be some political capital that can be cashed in there, and Congress overall is less than twenty percent approval, so they’re not a strong opponent in that regard. Still, it opens up a line of attack in the election.”

	“Assuming this is still an issue then,” Adam said.

	“You don’t think it will be?”

	“Not if we win. Which we will.”

	 

	I was never all that impressed with the Oval Office. It seemed to be something out of another time, like it should be preserved in a museum and the real business of government moved to rooms designed with computer screens and projectors in mind. Adam shared this opinion but still used the office as a prop, since its aura did serve to enlarge his own standing.

	Dr. Graham, Manny, Franks, and I were gathered toward the back. Spectators. Adam held court from behind the desk, his grip on the meeting total. Spears and the vice president sat on the couches, watching on with pleased looks, while the cluster of senators stood in front of the desk, too beside themselves to sit down.

	“This is blatantly illegal,” Senator Johnson said.

	Adam overwhelmed further comment with his stare. “Perhaps. That’s for the courts to decide.”

	“You can’t . . .”

	“I can and did. I’m still waiting for a coherent response from you men.”

	“Mr. President.” Reginald Nelson, now the minority leader, stepped forward. “Mr. President, this . . . this is beyond the pale. You’re flagrantly violating the law.”

	“So sue me. Sue if you don’t like it.”

	“We should,” Senator Gardner said. The minority whip from New York stood off to one side, arms folded, scowling. “We should impeach you for this.”

	“Then do so!” Adam was almost out of his seat. “Please, I would love to see you try. The changes I’m making decrease corruption, increase funding for charity, get rid of income tax. Are you fucktards really going to sue to stop that? Are you really prepared to start impeachment hearings against me for that?”

	All of them knew Adam’s approval ratings as well as I did. “Mr. President,” Stanley, the decrepit looking majority leader, said. “Mr. President, this isn’t negotiation in good faith, this is hostage taking. You’re holding a gun to our heads and demanding . . .”

	“I am doing exactly what I told you I would do! You have gotten in my way so now I am forced to act through executive order.”

	“Using executive orders like this . . .”

	“Is no more desirable to me than you. That’s why I want you to move on Senator Rose’s bill. Make all this official.”

	“Mr. President,” Nelson said, “with all due respect . . .”

	“No! No, you have never shown me any of the respect due this office. You’ve done nothing but fuck with me. I’ve now spent three months playing these ridiculous fucking games with you people because all you care about is scoring political points. Three months of accomplishing nothing. Any other job you’d have all been fired by now, and yet you still don’t fucking get it. I don’t give a fuck about your political points. I’m going to do what I was elected to do, by whatever means necessary.”

	Adam paused for a deep breath. “So what the fuck are you gentleman gonna do about it? Are you gonna sue me to take away people’s benefits? Are you really gonna grandstand to stop me from implementing something that looks like your precious living wage bill?”

	Senator Nelson took a moment to gather his wits. “The American people . . .”

	“The American people!? Do you numbnuts honestly believe the American people care more about the details of the legislative process then they do about their own fucking welfare?”

	None of the senators replied. Nelson and Johnson looked at each other, then turned to Gardner, then all three turned to the majority leader. Stanley tried to turn to someone else, but there was nobody left to defer to, and among the senators the defeated glances continued to spread.

	 

	Most pollsters are of the opinion that people are stupid. It’s the first thing they tell you about their job at parties. That was how I felt about the movie-going public when I first started in this business.

	As I’ve gotten older my perspective has become more nuanced. Now, I think people are like Rain Man. In the movie by that name the titular character is asked at one point if he wants to live with his brother in LA. He says yes. Then he is asked if he wants to return to his home in an institution. He says yes again. When confronted with the contradictory nature of these choices he becomes confused, agitated. It’s the central tragedy of the character, his genius paired with his inability to make such basic choices.

	Yet it’s really the tragedy of the human condition. People answering polls are just like that. Give them a good sounding option and they will say yes. Give them a bad sounding one and they will say no. But try to get them to consider trades and opportunity costs and what one gets is an inconsistent jumble. People change their minds, seemingly mid-poll. The phrasing of questions becomes ever more important. Just asking for straight up opinions gives the result that most Americans want better funding for schools, better healthcare, more social security benefits, more funding for welfare programs, a stronger military, more money for veterans, generous disaster relief funds, a lower deficit and national debt, and reduced taxes, and all this paid for by cutting ‘waste,’ congressional salaries, foreign aid, and the national endowment for the arts, and with the last two ‘cuts’ means ‘increased budget.’

	To get data on real opinions I wanted something better. Companies like Google or Amazon or the various social streams had always been better at tracking opinions on more complex, multipolar subjects. So as the battle over the president’s executive orders and the sweeping changes they brought to the federal bureaucracy got underway, I took Cassie and Rich with me on a trip to Silicon Valley.

	The Bay Area, and the Pacific coast in general, had weathered the oil spike in an off-kilter way. Out here it was all eco-communes, hippy cults, and state refugee camps. Unlike so many states that had just given up as their suburban and exurban sprawl turned into lawless squatter land, California had undertaken a massive effort to catalog and license the new living arrangements everyone was adopting. As much was apparent as we rode a commuter train down the peninsula from the airport.

	While the others were absorbed on their mobiles, I watched this new world roll by. Outside it was overcast. The official ‘Housing and Industry’ sectors we passed were replete with warehouses converted to factories, office complexes and parking garages converted to apartments. The buildings looked haphazard, forming ragged skylines with their assorted roof add-ons. Their interior and exterior lights operated with no particular scheme, creating a mottled patchwork of bright and pitch black areas. Still, each one had a new, high brick fence around it with a wide entrance labeled with individual names that sounded like perfumes. ‘Exuberance,’ ‘Festive,’ ‘Winter Rose,’ ‘Firelight.’

	Further south we reached our stop. We were now in an area that was a no-car zone, except on the electrified freeways where they could be linked to a central network. Instead, the station had a rack of rental bicycles and a line of eager rickshaw drivers. We chose to walk.

	Silicon Valley had a certain tradition of people working for startups who all lived and worked together, operating out of a single home. In this regard little had changed, except perhaps that the typical ‘startup’ had more people, encompassed more houses or buildings, and was more concerned with growing food or building stuff by hand. Not that they still didn’t have a strong online presence.

	After a couple miles, we all regretted not taking the rickshaws. As the sun dispelled the morning clouds we passed through a series of indistinct neighborhoods of low offices and low houses that had been encapsulated by walls into low communes. The gate we arrived at was labeled ‘the Society of Reflective Analytics.’ A young, bored woman on guard duty let us in to a fenced-in pen just beyond the main gate, where we waited.

	I had heard about this place from Secretary Bob, who in turn heard about it from someone in the GSA, who were using them for data analysis. They were supposed to be experts at sussing patterns out of mountains of data, in particular at looking for signs of illegal activity among massive flows of online data.

	We were taken further into the compound, to a former garage turned meeting room, passing on the way all sorts of people at work, constructing or retrofitting buildings, planting gardens, dismantling cars. Everyone here, I noticed, wore all sorts of electronic ‘bits,’ personal bio-monitors. I was told this was the ‘reflective’ part of their creed, monitoring and lifelogging and collecting data in order to better know themselves. I smiled as our guide gave this explanation. They sounded like monks.

	Cassie was more creeped out. “Are these guys a cult?” she whispered to me.

	“No more so than any other Silicon Valley startup.”

	They did not dress or act in any weird way, save for all their personal electronics. I did gather that the place was founded by some eccentric internet millionaire who sounded a little like a cult leader, but the ‘elders’ that came to meet with us were unremarkable, save their habit of always checking their mobiles. I suspected they were checking their wearable ‘bits,’ perhaps practicing some sort of bio-feedback.

	“So,” the middle of the trio said, “Mr. Adder. What can the Society of Reflective Analytics do for you?”

	I smiled and started to lay out the details of policy polling.

	“Hold on,” the elder on the left said, “you’re asking if we could use our analytical methods to determine the popularity of, for example,” he glanced at his mobile, “this Social Contract Act?”

	“That is exactly what I’m asking.”

	“You really believe that search history can be used to work out the popularity of legislation that . . . what does this do,” he scanned his mobile some more, “that transfers federal welfare money directly to charities in block grants?”

	“In wanton violation of the separation of church and state,” the right-side elder said. “I can tell you this Act is not popular around here.”

	I shrugged with my hands. “Makes no difference to me. All I know is that the GSA considers you the foremost experts in finding signal amongst noise in online data.”

	“The GSA isn’t popular around here either.”

	“Yet you still work for them.”

	The right-side elder glowered and glanced at her mobile.

	“My understanding,” the left-side elder said, “is that this legislation is being blocked by a Senate filibuster, that it’ll never get passed anyway.”

	“That may be, but it’s other people’s concern to get it passed, we want to know what the American people think. And if it makes a difference, the president will also want to know the popularity of things like Federal Reserve reform, which we hope to pass with help from Democrats. I’m guessing that’s a bit more popular around here.”

	“Mr. Adder,” the middle one said, “regardless of our opinion of you or the Global Security Agency, you should realize that the analytical work we do for the GSA is quite different from what you’re describing.”

	“Yes, and I know because of your GSA contract you have access to a lot of search data and shopping data from various sites and streams.”

	“That data is . . .”

	“I also know your contract allows you to use that data for other means, so long as it remains anonymized.”

	“We use that data for our own research,” the left elder said. “We don’t sell it.”

	“Nothing says you can’t,” Rich said. “We’ve already been over this with the GSA legal team.”

	The middle elder looked at his mobile, glanced to either side, and said, “The work we do for the GSA helps national security. This, the ethics of this, are a little more questionable.”

	“It’s a paying job,” I said.

	They glanced among themselves, then all looked down at their mobiles. I realized they were having a text-based exchange. It was disconcerting, as if they were telepathic and having a secret side conversation in addition to the spoken one with us.

	The middle one drew a deep breath. “Alright then. Let’s discuss the details.”

	 

	My young staff members always expressed surprise when I told them how little news I watched. The people that came to work for me out of college were often political science or sociology types, kids with an interest in the news, in current events. News junkies. It seemed to them watching news streams was almost part of the job. I ended up relaying to them an anecdote Dr. Graham first told me.

	Most news streams, the doctor explained, in fact most news sources of any kind, should be renamed ‘official-say.’ His observation, which once pointed out I could not help but notice everywhere, was that most news stories were predicated with the opening ‘White House officials say,’ ‘Pentagon officials say,’ ‘Department of such and such officials say,’ or just the vague ‘officials say.’ It’s journalism at its laziest. They take statements made by a single source, or even a press release, slap an ‘organization officials say’ qualifier in front, and call it a news story.

	This was the modus operandi of all the major news streams, all the free ones whose names had become single word amalgamations, I suppose in an attempt to seem speedier. ABCNews, FoxPrime, FoxUltra, HeadLines, GNI, NPOnline, etc. These were the places most Americans got their news.

	Even before Dr. Graham pointed out this methodology, I had started drifting away from the constant checking of these ‘official-say’ news streams, a practice I was big on when I first started in Washington, much like my young staffers. Instead, I relied more on the Washington-centric niche news streams, the PolitiFacts and K-Lists of the news world, which were meta, more a social pages of the who’s who in the inner circles of D.C. They were the kind of news streams that required a paid subscription and so had very small followings, but that might mention myself, or at least my organization. Even more, I came to forego news streams altogether and instead got my news straight from the officials, who I knew personally.

	First among these was Dr. Graham himself. As the legislative battle dragged into the summer, the White House press secretary Adam inherited from McHenry was at last phased out in favor of the doctor. I spent many mornings, before the president got out of his national security briefing, in meetings with the Dr. Graham, planning positions and talking points on the latest drama. After the meeting we would head out to the press briefing room, where I would sit in the back and take the opportunity to see the doctor operating in his natural environment.

	“Yes, the president would support the creation of a new department to manage some remaining federal agencies. He also supports the block grants to states to set up their own equivalent departments and agencies.

	“No, that, what, no, in no way does that violate any of the president’s campaign promises. There will still be federal dollars for all those things, all this bill would do is take the money from these department budgets and distribute it in no-questions asked lumps to the states. They have total control, they can spend it or return it to their citizens via tax breaks or put it in a giant vault and swim in it if that’s what they want.

	“Yes, yes, absolutely the president supports the entire structure of the gang of five compromise.”

	The doctor, as always, was also active on all the major social streams, with their quicker, punchier posts. ‘President says protest if you want, but protest = whiney children; adult = negotiation.’ Or ‘Americans support reduced Fed 84-16; 72% don’t know what Commerce Dept even does.’ This factoid came from a push poll the doctor commissioned rather than one of my own, but I still found it believable. I did not know what the Commerce Department did either.

	The protestors the doctor often mentioned were a combination of unions, in particular the NEA, who were upset about the dismantling of the Department of Education, and an assortment of other anti-Adam types with a certain ‘burning man festival’ vibe. That summer they were a semi-permanent presence on the National Mall and within the still unreclaimed portions of the blast zone to the east. ‘No permits, so protest set up on blast zone=hallowed ground. Typical liberal disrespect.’

	“We need some way to push back against these protestors,” Adam said over a sprawling lunch one afternoon.

	“We’re already planning our own protests,” Rudy said. “When Congress breaks for the August recess they’ll be going to town halls to try to justify their opposition. We’ll be organizing rallies to target the holdouts, especially in the Senate.”

	“Yeah, I’m familiar with that tactic. It didn’t stop Obamacare from being passed and I don’t want to count on it now. I want to get out there myself in some way.”

	“Okay,” Spears, who had become a permanent fixture at these lunches, said, “so, we’ve been working with some Nationalist governors to start transferring over parts of the Trickle down departments to the states. We could do some kind of unveiling ceremony with one of them.”

	“What would that look like?” Dr Graham asked. “Physically. Where would we be?”

	“How about Tennessee?” Manny said. “It’s one of the states Cory’s working with, the governor was a Republican who switched parties early on, in twenty-six, and that’ll also put pressure on Senator Johnson, who’s pretty much the leader of the Republican holdouts.”

	“I’m liking this idea,” Adam said.

	“I still want to know what it looks like,” the doctor said. “What exactly will we be unveiling?”

	“The legislature is creating some of what they call ‘special economic zones,” Spears said, “which are just places where federal regulations are suspended. They’ve already got a bunch of tenants lined up. Governor Sherman is going to be holding a big ribbon cutting for the official opening.”

	“Okay, now that is something we can work with.”

	“Agreed,” Adam said. “Let’s make this happen as soon as possible.”

	It turned out that was the next day. It took a short flight on Air Force One and a long motorcade ride to at last reach the town of Jackson, Tennessee.

	I had been there before, during the presidential campaign. At the time the center of town was this sort of insular little community, with people living in the community center, in camping trailers set up in parking lots, in cheap drywall add-ons atop the city library or police station or nearby stores. Adam’s campaign bus had parked at the abandoned high school and he had given an impromptu speech to the crowd of economic refugees who gathered that summer evening. I had spent most of my time that trip at a nearby church, setting up computers for the local party office.

	On this similar summer evening, I found the people I had worked with, who had been occupying squatter camps around city hall, were now occupying the offices within. There was a lot more car traffic now, and the dead zone north of the city center had a lot of new construction. This, it turned out, was part of the new special economic zones.

	At city hall, while Adam met with Governor Sherman and the mayor, I was approached by various staffers and officials eager to shake my hand. The police chief, whom I recognized, effused about how much help I had been back then, about how I had helped organize them and let the mayor (a Nationalist) win election in 2030. “I didn’t believe you when you said it would pay off in time, but damn were you guys right. We just had to stick with it.”

	“I’m, uh, I’m glad to be of help.”

	Several other city officials, the sanitation commissioner, the treasurer, the city clerk, were all unrecognizable. When I met them before they had been bearded, tattooed, long hair and bandanna biker types. Now they were clean shaven, tattooed government officers. I was speechless as they shook my hand and told me they could not have done it without me.

	Governor Sherman, who happened to have the first name of Adam, had, on this fact alone, already established a close relation with the president. As we headed over to the new building site on the north side of town, the two Adams joked about some movie I had not seen and discussed the governor’s circuitous relation to the (Northern) Civil War general.

	“Adam,” the president said to his counterpart, enjoying this way too much. “Have you officially met my brain trust?”

	“Not officially, but I believe I know them.”

	“This is Jonah Graham. Dr. Jonah Graham, to be certain, and this is Samuel Adder.”

	“A pleasure,” he reached across the limo compartment to shake our hands.

	“They’re a tough duo to beat,” Adam flashed a smile. “A Mormon and a Catholic.”

	“That does sound like a formidable pairing.”

	“Are you really a Catholic, Sam?” Dr. Graham asked me.

	“I . . . no, I can’t back that up. My wife is.”

	“Your wife?” Manny, an actual Catholic, asked from the back end of the compartment.

	“She was raised Catholic, she still goes to mass every week, maybe every other week. I go with her maybe three, four times a year.” I paused to contemplate this. “We did have a Catholic wedding.”

	“That counts,” Adam declared.

	We drove past several blocks of foreclosed houses in the process of being bulldozed before arriving at a clear field for the groundbreaking on a new factory, which would be the first tenant of this special economic zone. I was told it would be making car parts that were becoming too expensive to import from China.

	After a confusing combination groundbreaking (for the new factory) and ribbon cutting (for the economic zone in general) ceremony, the mayor took us over to the center of operations. It was a former warehouse that still had a chain-link fence with ‘condemned’ and ‘keep out’ signs surrounding the property. Several corrugated metal outbuildings had been assembled throughout the front parking lot, while the loading docks now served as parking for various construction vehicles and pickups. Inside, the open space had been converted into a giant dormitory.

	“After the infrastructure bank loan was approved,” the mayor, a tall, broad Norse sort of man, said, “we had the work, but we were finding a lot of folks couldn’t afford the commute in to town for what we were paying. They were living in campers or their cars or such during the week, only making the thirty or fifty mile drive home on the weekend. So we started this work camp program. Set up places like this that workers could live in during the week. Sort of a central operation point for all our projects, keep men and material in the same place. Once the new plants start opening we’ll probably need to expand the whole arrangement.”

	“Did you have any trouble with the financing?” Adam asked.

	“No, sir. Set it up as a joint private-city venture, set up to get the VATS employment refund next year. Kept the whole thing in business. Kitchen is just over here, sir.”

	He walked us through a high-ceiling cafeteria and on into high hallways stacked with walkways and rows of compartment rooms. It would have looked like a prison had there been bars, but instead the rooms had walls and doors cut out of mobile home trailers.

	In fact the whole place was a recycler’s dream. The cafeteria had tables and kitchen equipment taken from closed restaurants. The interior rooms and walls were left over housing material. There was even a small gym and rec room with refurbished exercise equipment and furniture.

	“Lot of guys carpool home on the weekends still,” the mayor said. “Some stay here full time. We get guys coming in from out-of-state even, looking for work. It’s a great program.”

	“It reminds me of my time in the army,” Adam said. “I love what you’re doing here.”

	By the time we were done, the work crews, who had been demolishing or renovating dozens of blocks worth of surrounding buildings, were arriving back, loaded in pickups or larger converted trucks or driving heavy construction vehicles. Before leaving Adam gave a short speech out in the parking lot, yard, whatever it had become, with the sun setting in front of him.

	“This country was not built by us politicians but by men laboring on the railroad. You are the successors of that legacy. Nowadays Congress thinks their job is to do nothing, to just get out of the way of the free market. But all that does is make sure nothing ever changes, and when people are hurting it means Congress just sits by and lets them suffer. That’s why I’ve had to seize the reins, to get this country back on track, because unlike the millionaires in Congress I know what it’s like to be unemployed, to be living on the street. Right now, at this moment, your senator is contemplating a lawsuit to stop me. Let me say that again in case you missed it, your senator is planning to sue me to take away your jobs.”

	A rumbling of ‘boos’ passed through the crowd. “Don’t worry though, he’s not going to stop me. He’s a typical politician, he’ll do whatever he thinks is popular. When we all raise our voices, when you all stand with me for what’s right, all those do-nothings in Congress . . . they’ll come to see the light.”

	 

	A trip up to Philadelphia on the new high-speed rail line, on a pleasant morning in early fall, was a welcome break from my cramped and over air-conditioned server room. So a thin pretext was enough to get me to make the trip.

	The principle for this meeting was Joaquin Ruben. The former informal advisor to President McHenry, now informal negotiator for President Hanson, sat in a seat facing the window, wasting the sun-drenched view by spending the whole time staring at his mobile. This meeting was to focus on the economic specifics of Adam’s legislative agenda, the value-added tax in particular, with little promise for talk of super-mutants. As such it was Cassie’s show. She sat next to me, compiling data on her notebook.

	The train dropped us off at the sprawling Congressional Complex. The retro-deco architectural style made it look like the headquarters of a James Bond villain, and I paused to wonder what nefarious and overly complicated traps awaited us inside.

	The train station was integrated into the second floor, in its south wing. Our little delegation, nine counting Ruben himself, hiked across the vast main lobby to a conference room. Awaiting us was an equal force of congressional types arrayed along one side of a long table. At the center were the principles, Senators Simon Johnson and Craig Roberts, each flanked by bright young staffers. Their aides made the senators look that much more like elder statesmen, fitting in with the room as much as the faux-wood paneling, high-backed leather chairs, and faded maps and flags framed on the walls.

	There were perfunctory greetings and a perfunctory opening statement from Johnson. “We’re of course here ahead of the next committee meeting to come to some initial, uh, initial agreements on some of the details of the president’s value-added tax system, collection method, the phase-in period, exemption list. I’d like to go over the proposed corporate income tax changes too.”

	“Yes,” Ruben said. “First off, the president wanted me to convey his thanks for hosting this, for agreeing to meet me and hold these discussions in this venue. Before we proceed we need to come to an agreement on a specific issue that’s very important to President Hanson. The president wants the VATS rate set at thirteen and a half percent.”

	“Well,” Johnson forced a laugh. “That is the key issue, isn’t it? We’re here today to work out some of the secondary issues before . . .”

	“I understand, but before we continue we have to have agreement on this point. As the president said when he addressed the nation on this the other night, the thirteen and a half percent rate is a final and abiding offer. If we cannot come to an agreement on that then I don’t know if there’s any point continuing this discussion. I have to insist on a decision on this point.”

	As soon as the pleasantries were over I had started gazing toward the dust-filled beams of sunlight coming through the windows at the far end and daydreaming of finding an excuse for a break to take a walk outside. Now, as Ruben talked, my mind started to wrap around what he was saying.

	On my right Cassie leaned over. Through gritted teeth and unmoving lips she whispered, “What is he doing?”

	I replied in a like manner. “I have no idea.”

	“I’m sure we will have no problem coming to agreements on these other issues,” Ruben said. “Just as soon as we establish the final rate.”

	“The rate,” Johnson said, “is the key issue. We really should discuss it in the full negotiations with the committee.”

	Ruben continued in his even tone. “I am willing to discuss it in whatever venue you like, but we have to insist upon the thirteen and a half percent rate.”

	They went around in circles like this for over an hour. Johnson kept trying to turn the subject to the revamped corporate tax, or to the block grants from this tax that would go to the states to fund the departments devolving to them, or the block grants going to charities under the Social Contract Act, or to the details of when it all got phased in and the income tax phased out, but every time Ruben just restated his one insisted point.

	The senator let out a deep sigh. “Did the president send you here just to fuck with us?”

	“I’m here to act as an informal negotiator on behalf of the president. You have my assurance, and his, that the White House will honor any agreements we come to here today.”

	“So why don’t we start by discussing what the president agreed would be discussed here today, specifically . . .”

	“We can discuss all those items today, absolutely, just as soon as we agree on a final rate.”

	Johnson slammed his notebook closed. “We’re done,” he said and stood up. “Tell the president if he wants to dick with us to come here and do it himself.” With that he left the room. Confused staffers exchanged looks, then scrambled after him.

	The other half of our counterparts, centered around Senator Roberts, just stared. Ruben just leaned back in his chair and smiled.

	“Uh . . . Mr. Ruben,” Roberts slid over to occupy the chair Johnson had left. “You understand our objection here. Thirteen and a half percent would be a net federal revenue increase over the current income tax system. That’s a tax increase on the American people.”

	“But it’s a different kind of tax. Individuals have more control over how much they pay.”

	“We have members who are up for reelection next year, they’re liable to face a primary challenge if they cast a vote for increased taxes.”

	“I sympathize, but how are they going to fare if they’re running against a Nationalist after voting against the president’s agenda? We’re willing to work with you on other points, the new corporate rates and such, the president is willing to make some concessions there, but the one key point he insists upon is the thirteen and a half percent rate.”

	My thoughts by now were an admonishment to be more careful what I wished for. Once the entire negotiation collapsed there would be a golden opportunity to head outside, enjoy the day, grab some lunch on a patio somewhere, before heading home in defeat. I elected to make the most of it and pulled out my mobile to look up a place for lunch.

	It caught me only half listening when Roberts called a break for lunch and suggested we reconvene afterward. I stopped myself before blurting out ‘reconvene for what?’

	Instead we headed out, found a cab, found a place with a patio and authentic cheese-steaks. Ruben said little the whole time.

	“Mr. Ruben,” Cassie said after we ordered. “What exactly are you doing in there?”

	He glanced up from his mobile. “I’m focusing on the president’s number one priority in these negotiations.”

	“The final tax rate is the president’s number one priority?” I said.

	“Passing these bills is the president’s number one priority.”

	We had broken early, which meant lunch could go long, and why not? We enjoyed the weather and walked the couple blocks back to the Congressional Complex.

	Entering the conference room again, we found Senator Roberts had been joined by a collection of other staffers, some his own, some from other senators, all of them huddled in paperwork and side conversations. “Mr. Ruben,” Roberts turned to us. “I’ve conferred with my colleges and we’ve decided to accept the president’s suggested rate of thirteen and a half-percent.”

	“Excellent.”

	“If we could move on to the,” he was handed a notebook by an aide, “to the issue of exempt items.”

	“Certainly, whatever you like.”

	I was still blinking, trying to grasp what had just happened. Before I had a grip on the situation the negotiation had moved on to the minutia and Cassie was talking about economic models and future coefficient probabilities and such.

	Toward the end, Senator Johnson returned, smiling and shaking hands with Ruben and expressing satisfaction over the day’s agreement. By the time we got on the rail line back to D.C., I was too stunned to enjoy the sunset.

	“So,” Cassie said, “what exactly happened back there?”

	Ruben could not stop grinning. “You know, the president never told me he wanted a specific tax rate.”

	“Why did you insist on it then?”

	He paused to resettle himself in his seat. “I used to work in the Senate, as a chief of staff. I’ve still got a bunch of friends over there. I got the scoop from them. Senator Johnson didn’t want these negotiations to succeed, he wanted the whole thing to bog down in the gritty details so he could run out the clock on the session this year, then run against the president’s expansion of big government next year, assuming he gets the nomination.”

	“There’s not much chance of that,” I said.

	“And he knows that as well, but he’s carrying water for all the RNC, anti-Adam Republicans. The problem is his allies in the Senate are facing elections next year and they’re all nervous about a backlash. The last thing they want is to look like they’re being obstructionists to the president’s agenda.”

	“So divide and conquer,” Cassie said.

	“Uh-huh. I insisted on just the one point to prevent Johnson from running us in circles on some detail and to give the others an opening to grab some face saving concessions. You notice how quick his allies bailed on him. They’ll vote with us this year then talk big next year about how they forced the president’s VAT tax to be more business friendly and such.”

	“I still don’t fully understand why they gave in like that,” I said. “Especially Senator Johnson.”

	“Well Sam, the RNC pollsters may not be as good as you, but even they can see what’s coming. Next year is gonna belong to the president.”

	 

	For the holidays that year the Grahams’ hosted a massive party at their new house on the northwest side of town. Even the president came, security concerns and all. Holly was not too keen on going, but the First Lady insisted I bring my wife.

	Holly was now in her third year of medical school, which involved clinical rotations, working in various branches of medicine for months without relent. As I adapted myself to the president’s chaotic schedule and her own hours became erratic we never saw each other. She was a tightly-wound ball of exhaustion laying in bed when I came in and collapsed at night, just as I was an inert lump she woke up next to. We stumbled passed each other in the hallway. I would pretend I was going to let her by, then step in at the last moment, wrap her up, try to kiss her. She wouldn’t always let me, or sometimes she would without saying anything.

	We spent most of the ride over staring at the scenery. In the years since the Event a lot of development had occurred along the northern stretches of the beltway. There were little mixed use ‘new urban’ neighborhoods built around spur lines from the DC-Philadelphia monorail. Their centerpieces were towers done in an aesthetic sometimes called informationalism or i-chitecture: a gleaming, clean-lined, sanitized, off-white look, an intentional mimicry of how the future used to appear in movies.

	Further out the style became more feudal-pastoral. Areas of green space, interspersed with neighborhoods surrounded by imposing, two-story concrete barriers. We passed through a checkpoint at the gateway in one of these walls, the gates like blast doors, the guards taking their time after scanning my old National ID card, scrutinizing my old car.

	Within the walls the neighborhood was filled with rows of townhouses along the perimeter and three story palaces among the inner winding roads. I let the car guide itself to the Grahams’ home, which had its own gate leading to a short drive. While the car headed off to find communal parking, we took in the front of the three story, pagoda like structure with its surrounding, frozen over koi ponds and drooping eaves.

	The president had not yet arrived, but secret servicemen screened us before we even got to the front door. Beyond this we were greeted by Martha Graham.

	Inside we found the house was a technological wonderland. From the main hallway there was a room on one side where Alex Badillo and one of the Graham kids were playing in an elaborate virtual reality set up, on the other side holographic projectors filled a different room with a virtual Christmas light show, and straight down the hall opened into a kitchen run by robots.

	Arriving in the kitchen I found Dr. Graham setting up a surprise for the president’s arrival. All around the open dining area were print outs or electronic notebook displays, each showing a saved cover or banner or brief video clip from a different online news stream, all of them with different pictures of Adam and headlines such as ‘man of the year’ or ‘miracle year’ or ‘the awakening acts.’ One of them showed a clip of a social stream post by the doctor himself that read: ‘President defeats Cthulhu,’ complete with artist rendering of just that.

	“This is quite the place you’ve got,” I said.

	“It’s the place the misses has always wanted,” the doctor was even more ebullient than normal. “Can I offer you a drink?”

	“Do you by chance have a drink, drink?”

	“No, sorry.”

	“I’ll take the eggnog straight then.”

	Sitting at the giant, marble slab kitchen bar I marveled as Dr. Graham gave instructions to the main kitchen robot, a humanoid automaton that rolled around on small wheels and interacted with various robotic arms and other autonomous devices built into the counter and walls. It retrieved drinks from the refrigerator and distributed them to us on a precisely balanced trey.

	Just as I accepted the drink I turned to see Fred Alderman sitting down next to me.

	“You’re back,” I said to him.

	“I’ve been back since last week.”

	“Really? Has the president been back that long as well?”

	In response to a gesture from the doctor Fred indicated he would have one of whatever I was drinking. “The president got back just last night.”

	“And he’s still coming here today.”

	“He wouldn’t miss it.”

	“Wait,” I paused as I thought struck me. “Adam didn’t cut the conference short just to come back for this party, did he?”

	Accepting eggnog from the kitchen robot, Fred paused, took a drink, then turned back to me. “It’s Adam, so maybe.”

	I raised my glass to him, and we toasted. “Hell of a way to launch a new international order.”

	The conference Adam had been attending, in New Dehli, India, was actually a peace conference, formed in a rush because of the outbreak of a war. It was a war in the Middle East, though, so nobody really cared or was paying attention. Israeli forces had crossed the border into what they were calling Transjordan, in response to continued cross border attacks from the rebels engaged in the Jordanian civil war. Already the nation of Jordan, like its northern neighbor Syria, had Saudi and Egyptian troops in its borders, trying to prop up their governments against long running rebellions. Those rebels, in turn, could almost claim to be the real governments at this point, and had heavy backing from Iran and its client state Iraq. As usual the whole thing was a confusing mess of ancient animosities and shifting alliances.

	The United Nations had impotently condemned the Israeli action while Adam called them a joke and headed off to the first real meeting of the United Democracies. This new organization had three founders, the United States, Israel, and India, who had long agitated for a seat on the U.N. Security Council without success and so been eager to get in on the ground floor of its successor. The rules for becoming a member, as drawn up by these three, were simple: have a government determined by elections that independent observers certified as free and fair, and withdraw from the United Nations. The second requirement existed to prevent the U.N. from usurping the new organization’s power, or rather to allow the United Democracies to usurp the U.N. It was also the reason that, in addition to the seven full members, there were also a host of provisional members without voting status.

	The conference had ended with a resolution that condemned the Israeli action as hostile and unprovoked and required Israel pay financial restitution to the Jordanian government. This was followed by a unanimous resolution that recognized Israel’s right to self-defense, and required further ‘peacekeeping’ activities within Transjordan be coordinated with the Saudis and Egyptians.

	Sipping some more eggnog, I considered all this. “Fred,” I asked, “did this peace conference really go so badly because Adam was rushing to get back here for this party?”

	“The talks went just as the president wanted,” he said.

	“Really? We lost the two key votes.” I paused again to think about this. “We lost despite there being only five other people to persuade to Adam’s viewpoint. They say it makes the president look weak.”

	“They,” Fred scoffed, “say a lot of things. What this did was make the United Democracies look like more than just a rubber stamp for the U.S. and Israel. It made it look legitimate. This went exactly as the president wanted.”

	This sounded a little ominous, so I decided not to press the matter further. Instead Fred and I sat and watched the robotic kitchen at work until Martha came through to offer a full tour of the house.

	The tour took up a not-inconsiderable part of the evening. By the time we were done Adam had arrived, along with a bunch of others from the party leadership. Like the rest of us they were all dressed down. The president wore a grey hoody with his hands shoved in the front pockets and a jubilant expression.

	I joined Adam, Manny, and Rudy in Dr. Graham’s book-lined, hearth-centric study complete with natural gas fire and silk-lined recliners.

	“I saw your latest report,” Adam said to me. “You were right, you know, way back when.” His smile just got bigger as I stared in confusion. “You told me when we started my chances of winning in thirty-two would be a lot better.”

	“Yes, I do remember saying that.”

	“We’ve come a long way, Sam. It’s been quite a year.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“And next year is an election. You ready for it?”

	I wished I had a real drink in that moment. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

	“What’s your prognostication?”

	“You read my report, right?”

	“Fucking-A, Sam. Those things are all ‘ifs’ and ‘percent aboves’ and whatever. What’s your one line expert takeaway?”

	“You’ll win. Big. Even now I don’t think the other parties have realized what we represent. The Democrats and Republicans still cannot get passed thinking of the other as their main opponent.”

	“How about the other nominees? Who is the competition going to be?”

	“The Democrats, well, I’m sure you’ve seen the news . . .”

	“I’m avoiding all election news until the new year.”

	“Well, okay, still, Governor Melbourne of California is the frontrunner.”

	“So many of those polls get it wrong. Will he be the actual nominee?”

	“Well, his chances . . .”

	“Sam.”

	“Yeah, it’ll probably be him, by Super-Tuesday if not earlier. The Republicans, they’re headed for a brokered convention.”

	Adam gave me a critical look, another flash of the eyes, so I clarified. “I don’t mean in the way political reporters are always predicting, ooh, a brokered convention, create hype that will never materialize. I mean the Republicans are literally on the verge of disintegration. They’ve got regional candidates that will win in their own regions, but right now nobody is set to win enough delegates. The Republican convention this year could end with the party splitting into maybe three different factions.”

	“What would those be?” Manny asked.

	“Oh, well, there would probably be a southern faction, more socially conservative, expressly in favor of a new constitutional convention to pass the ‘liberty amendments.’ Probably a strict fiscal conservative faction that could win some in the Midwest. Maybe a western libertarian faction. There are at least four separate candidates that could equally claim to be the frontrunner, such as it is.”

	“In the general?” Adam asked.

	“I doubt they’ll carry any states.”

	“They won’t be poaching any votes from me?”

	“Not enough to matter,” I shook my head. “Their funding is drying up. Why back these regional candidates when you can back a proven winner.”

	“Just a win might not be enough, Sam,” Adam said. “There is so much more I need to accomplish. I’m gonna need another term and more miracle years to do everything I set out to do.”

	“What we need is a mandate,” Manny said.

	“I think you’ll get one. You’re riding a tidal wave of support into next year. Companies are hiring in anticipation of VATS going into effect. Cassie’s predicting the hiring boom will only accelerate throughout the year.”

	This got a big grin from the president as he stared off into space. “I’ve always said given the chance we could win over the whole country.”

	“I think you’re really gonna do it,” Rudy said. “That whole risk with the executive order paid off.”

	“That appears to be so,” I said. “Everyone’s already forgotten about the whole controversy. Adam just came across looking like a strong, decisive leader.”

	“I’m relieved it worked out myself,” Adam said. “We could have been royally fucked.”

	“You don’t think public sentiment would have been with us?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“Maybe. I think so, but who can be certain?” Adam swept his gaze across us, considering the question. “It was a big risk. If it had been me I would have buckled down, kept the bills in committee and started impeachment hearings like the Democrats wanted. I’d have kept dragging the whole thing out, made the president campaign on violating the Constitution by passing legislation unilaterally.” He laughed to himself. “They might have at least succeeded in making everybody look bad, instead of me looking so good and themselves looking petty and incompetent. The risk paid off.”

	“Fortune favors the bold,” Rudy said.

	“True, very true. That’s because the best way to serve God is as a hero.”

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 9

	 

	THE MANDATE OF HEAVEN

	 

	On a cold, clear winter day Adam Hanson looked out from the steps of a renovated Capital Building, right after being inaugurated, and the world hung on the brink of perfection. Everyone was noticing it, a sensation bubbling just beneath consciousness. The sky, the cold, the crowd, the echo in Judge Bloomberg’s voice as he read the oath of office and the exhilaration of Adam’s little jump up to the podium for his inaugural address. All of it had an intensity, as if the slightest nudge would crystalize everything into a new state.

	I understood then the feeling so many, including my wife, had felt six months and three hundred electoral votes earlier when, at the height of summer, Adam stood on these same steps, under the same crystal blue sky, to accept the National Party nomination.

	The soft sunny days and warm melting nights that week made the whole convention into a grand carnival. We walked around the National Mall, eating hotdogs and deep fried anything and listening to proclamations of a glorious new era. “Let thy republic come! Let thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven! On earth,” always a loaded pause right here to invite one to look around at the world, “as in heaven.”

	“I don’t get that campaign slogan,” Holly said.

	“What’s not to get?”

	“It’s just . . . I guess I get it. It’s just, it sounds sexual to me.”

	“What?”

	“Thy republic . . . come.”

	I burst out laughing.

	“Oh come on, you never thought of that?”

	“No, but now it’s all I can think about.”

	“It’s just, the way everyone says it, it sounds,” she grimaced. “Don’t you think?”

	“Oh yes, it does, it absolutely does.”

	She sighed, then allowed herself to laugh as well. “I can’t believe I’m actually going to vote for a Republican.”

	“Adam’s not a Republican. Really nobody is anymore.”

	“That’s why I’m voting for him.”

	There had been acrimonious debates among the party leadership about the venue for the convention. Dr. Graham favored Washington D.C. because the timing corresponded with the restoration of Capital Hill and the opening of the new Supreme Court building. I pointed out that this might be a little crude, to attach the party convention to such an event. Adam was more worried about holding a party convention in D.C. and thus being labeled ‘insiders.’ Dr. Graham did not so much convince us as persuade us that no other option was quite as good. The compromise was to hold the convention the week following the official opening. That the ceremonies of the convention bore some similarity to, and dwarfed in size, the actual opening ceremony was a minor point.

	At the beginning of the week, Adam kicked off the campaign with a speech to a luncheon crowded with Nationalist Party congressmen, governors, and legislators. The speech, as always, was both assuaging and hyperbolic, and by the end all the politicos had felt a touch of perfection.

	“We’ve come a long way together,” Adam said, “because we’re not like the other political parties. The Democrats and Republicans aren’t real political parties, they’re collections of movements and narrow-minded ideologies, all lumped together in Machiavellian free-for-alls that come together as a party only when it suits their short term goals. The Nationalists are different. We stand for a single vision, a single purpose. We are a true political party with a unified, coherent message. That is why the other parties fear us, and that is why we are in the process of so thoroughly annihilating them.”

	He was about to continue, but allowed the applause to interrupt him, though the stern look never left his face. “That is how we have gotten to where we are today, riding the cusp of a landslide. But we cannot continue like this if we fall to the same squabbling, the same selfish infighting as our opponents. I’ve asked a lot of all of you these past years, and as I look around the room I see the scars.

	“Speaker Forestall, who risked the threat of a vote of no confidence, of losing his speakership to advance our cause. I see governors who were passed over as vice president so we could bring in a Republican and maintain our coalition. I see representatives and legislators who have been pilloried by the liberal media for seizing the opportunity to pursue local solutions, to break with the one-size-fits-all philosophy of government. I know you have all sacrificed to get us here. Now we are the verge of achieving everything we worked toward. But I will not, I cannot, do that if we lose our unity of purpose. I promise you all, here today, that if you stick with me we will achieve everything we set out to do. But if you’re not behind me, if you cannot stay disciplined, if any of you, any single one of you, is thinking about your own career first, advancing your own agenda, your own aggrandizement over the good of the country, then speak up now, and I will step down.”

	This time Adam paused himself, though the only reaction from the audience was silence. “I will step down as the nominee and leader of this party. If you are all not behind me then there is no point continuing on. I will step aside to let somebody else lead what was, for a brief shining moment, not just a political organization but a genuine force for good.”

	This was not the pep rally any of them, any of us, had expected. From my table, off to one side near the front, I surveyed the vast hall. Silence was still the only reaction. Then, two seats down from me, Rudy got to his feet.

	“Mr. President. I . . . I think I speak for everyone here when I say we are all behind you, one-hundred percent.”

	Adam regarded him with a sidelong look. “Is that true? Is everyone here behind me?”

	From throughout the hall there were scattered shouts of ascent. “Well is it? Are you all behind me?” The shouts grew louder, became cheers. Some started applauding. “Are you with me? Will you stand behind this new force for good?” More applauding as people around the hall began to rise to their feet. “Are you prepared not just to ask what you can do for your country, but to actually do it?!”

	Whatever else he said was drowned out in the ovation that rushed forward from the entire length of the hall.

	Dr. Graham once told me that politicians shouting during a speech can end up looking crazy if they do it wrong. The secret, he said, was to always appear in control, to not appear as a street-corner preacher but as a football coach. “The president,” he said, “has mastered the technique.”

	That year Adam’s new vice president nominee was Governor Adam Sherman of Tennessee, who continued his buddy comedy routine with the president on the campaign trail. The campaign itself played that up. The election featured plenty of ‘Adam’s Family’ puns, all of them bad, a plethora of mega-rallies, and no presidential debates. Adam refused to take part, noting the major parties refused to invite him to past debates, and in any event he was not going to stand on stage with an entire circus of Republican clowns.

	The remains of the Republican party had, rather than a single campaign behind a single nominee, a series of pseudo-campaigns behind wannabe nominees, all pulling, and polling, in different directions. None could agree on a real nominee who should be part of the official debates. Their convention ended in deadlock, with three candidates claiming a shard of their shattered party and heading off into his own oblivion.

	The decisive Electoral College victory Adam achieved failed to reflect the magnitude of his win. He lost narrow contests to Governor Melbourne in the northeast and Pacific coast. Everywhere else was a rout. By the end of the night, Adam had over a hundred million votes in one of the largest election turnouts ever. Voters felt it, the magic that permeated this new, unifying party.

	Standing in the small crowd around the president at the inauguration, I saw Adam flush with life as he swore the oath. Watching him through the ceremony, I knew what all the crowds and voters had felt, that sense not of triumph or elation but of transcendence, a fleeting moment of perfection. It was the feeling of ordering a pizza on a rainy spring day, or of a warm drink and thick layers at an autumn homecoming game. Or raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens. It was an aura that cast everything one step closer to its platonic ideal. It exuded across Capital Hill and the Mall and the nation as Adam took the podium. He was, in that moment, a paladin, not the source of this transcendent feeling, but its physical manifestation.

	Adam paused, chin tilted up, staring not at the crowd but off into a bright, shining future, letting the ovation wash over him. No longer, I thought, were we the scrappy underdogs, the fluke candidate who had gotten into the White House through a confluence of happenstance, the asterisk in the line of presidents. The Democrats had fled to the wilderness, the Republicans receded into history. We were now the cool kids, the in-crowd.

	“My fellow Americans.” There was that loaded pause again. He let it hang in the air for a sustained moment, as if no more was needed, as if that simple invocation itself might crystalize into utopia. Adam smirked and tilted his head to one side, as if appreciating it all in a whole new light. His pause drew on a little too long, and a slight, surprised chuckle rustled away through the crowd like an autumn breeze.

	That jam-packed crowd, overspilling the National Mall off into unseen distances, stared at the president, and he stared back with his piercing gaze, and a bright sun shone down on the whole scene. If this was not, in truth, the pinnacle of Adam’s political career, then at least it should have been.

	 

	With a new presidential term came a shift in the cabinet. The ‘transition czar’ position was itself transitioning to the cabinet level Secretary of Economics. Adam asked Cory Spears to continue on at this new post, and he agreed, perhaps not having realized this would mean a Senate confirmation hearing.

	I sat in the upper balcony of the main committee room in the new capital building to be there for his ordeal. He kept his answers short and rapid, like bursts from a submachine-gun. The Nationalist on the committee had no issue with him, their ‘questions’ were more lengthy diatribes he just had to agree with. They might as well have been asking ‘don’t the Democrats on this committee suck?’

	The main sucky Democrats in question were Senator Gardner and Senator Ken Wilkerson, who seemed inured of the implied insults thrown at them.

	“Mr. Spears,” Wilkerson asked, “according to the language of the, the legislation creating this new department, the states are still required to abide by all relevant federal regulations, do you agree with that?”

	“Yes, Senator.”

	“How, precisely, then, will your department enforce those regulations?”

	“We have the power to withhold money.”

	“Uh-huh. And how will you monitor state agencies to make sure they are in compliance?”

	“That is the job of the state agencies, Mr. Senator.”

	“The state agencies monitor themselves?”

	“Correct, Mr. Senator.”

	“You don’t have a problem with that?”

	“I don’t, Mr. Senator.”

	“Well . . . I do, Mr. Spears. What is the point of regulations that can’t be enforced?”

	“I don’t know, what is the point?”

	Wilkerson removed his glasses and tossed them onto the bench in front of him. He looked like he was about to start banging his head against the tabletop. While rubbing his eyes he managed to yield his time to Gardner.

	“Mr. Spears,” the feisty New Yorker said. “Is it not your job, assuming we confirm your nomination, do monitor state agencies and ensure these block grants are not given out in violation of existing federal regulations?”

	“That is unclear, Mr. Senator.”

	“Unclear?”

	“The language of the act is ambiguous.”

	“So as, hypothetically, the Secretary of Economics, what would your position be on this ambiguous language?”

	Thus far Spears had said everything in a sort of rapid mumble, but now his voice broke a little lighter. “I would like to see the clarification in the Pickett-Rose amendment passed.”

	“Your position is for congress to just waive all federal regulations?!”

	“If the states agree to it.”

	“Mr. Spears . . .”

	“That’s not a fair comment at all,” the Nationalist Senator Harris said. “The Pickett-Rose amendment just allows states to expand the special economic zones set up by the Browning administration to include other federal regulations . . .”

	“This is my time for questioning, senator,” Gardner said. “Mr. Spears, would it not be a better solution to pass the Donovan amendment and create an oversight agency within your department?”

	“That would be a solution as well, Senator,” Spears said.

	“Tell me, Mr. Spears, if we did create such an agency, would you staff it, or would you de-fund it and pretend like it didn’t exist?”

	“Probably the second one.”

	Cory Spears was confirmed as Secretary of Economics the next day. The Pickett-Rose amendment passed Congress a week later.

	“Sorry about getting you into all this,” I said to Cory as he exited the committee room.

	“Hmm? Oh, no, that’s fine.”

	“I feel kind of bad. I’ve got another friend I’ve managed to get subjected to this too.”

	“Oh?”

	“The new treasury secretary.”

	“The guy with the unpronounceable name?”

	“Chandrakant. He’s a buddy of mine from college.”

	“Yeah, you should definitely feel bad,” Cory said with his usual sarcasm. “You only got two friends cabinet level posts.”

	“It can be a curse as much as an opportunity.”

	“Nah, those Senators are nothing.”

	“I don’t mean the confirmation hearing,” I said. “I meant everything after. Or even right now. There are news streams supposedly supportive of Adam that are probably excoriating you right now for once being registered as a Democrat.” By now we had arrived outside on the steps of the new Capital Building. We paused there for a moment.

	“Meh,” Cory said. “Somebody’s always gonna say something negative.”

	“These are the kind of news streams that inspire their fans to send death threats. Speaking of which, do you have a security detail yet?”

	He nodded toward a man in a suit who had been trailing us, along with some other staffers, at a discrete distance.

	“Alright. Stay safe.”

	“Man, you get so worked up. These fringe guys are nothing to worry about.”

	“That’s what Adam thought, but we’re talking about the same people that attacked him outside Aspen.”

	“Meh,” Cory shrugged. “Those are fringe people, and those news streams aren’t really around anymore.”

	“What do you mean?”

	He paused to glance out at the Mall and push some of his loose hair out of his eyes. “So, when all those government agencies got merged into the Department of Economics, we also got the FCC.”

	“Okay.”

	“Right, but what noone noticed was a provision in the act that opened up the option for my department to launch libel suits, through the FCC, against fake news.”

	“Against fake news?” I furrowed my brow at this. “What does that mean, exactly?”

	Another noncommital shrug. “It was left kind of vague.”

	“So you’re suing anybody that says negative things about Adam?”

	“Not really. A threat is usually enough. Leak that we’re thinking about a court filing, gets a lot of them to shut up. Especially these little guys. Unless they’re some major streaming service, or have some subscription model, then they don’t have the money to fight us off. Of course, who bothers subscribing to a news stream?”

	“Well,” I said, “I have a few.”

	“Uh-huh. D.C. elites. No offense. Point is, small time news streams start pushing some extremism, we can shut ‘em down pretty easily. So no worries.”

	With that he nodded to his entourage, then turned and walked away.

	I was still a little skeptical about what he said, so that night I went searching for clips or posts from news streams criticizing his appointment. I found so little that I made a note to mention it at lunch the next day.

	“Did you know that the Darkest Hour with Derrick Holcomb got cancelled?” I asked of nobody in particular.

	“Yeah, I saw that,” Dr. Graham said.

	“I was trying to find it last night and couldn’t. He doesn’t even have a podcast or blog or anything now. Did you know that, sir?”

	“I’m not a sir,” Adam said, holding court from the head of the big table in the state juice bar and listening closely to our conversation. He paused, then heaved a sobering sigh. “Yeah, I heard.”

	“What happened to him?”

	“I don’t know,” Adam shook his head. “He got divorced. I still send flowers to Helen on her birthday.”

	“It sounded like a messy situation,” Dr. Graham added.

	“Wow,” I said. “I had no idea.”

	 

	Prior to his state of the union speech that year Adam held an Oval Office meeting that became known as the ‘also-ran summit.’ The principles there, besides Adam himself, were the three presidential candidates from the three Republican successor parties that had run last year. There was Governor Fletcher of Florida, represented the Constitution party, isolationist and fundamentalist. There was Senator Davis from Utah representing the Libertarian party. And there was Vice President Edwards, winner of the battle for who could call themselves the ‘Republican’ candidate during last year’s race, and of little else. He had ‘betrayed’ Adam, leaving a potential unity ticket to run for his own party’s nomination, yet was still present, now as head of the deficit-focused Reform party.

	Between them these men had won less than four percent of the vote in last year’s election, and carried no states. All of them looked cowed in front of their resplendent, conquering Caesar.

	“I’ve brought you gentlemen here today,” Adam said to them, standing in front of his desk and leaning back on in, “because I want you riding with me in my vanguard.”

	“Sir?”

	“Gentlemen, your parties, such as they are, control the handful of congressional seats we need to have a constitutional amendment super-majority. I endorsed some of the amendments you yourselves proposed last year, and now I intend to keep that promise. I want you gentlemen to head up the campaigns to get these through Congress and the states.”

	This perked them up a little, and Adam did not waste any time with further preamble.

	“Governor, you’ll be in charge of the State’s Rights Amendment. There are a few different ideas for it floating around, I’ll want a breakdown of which are more likely to pass. Edwards, you’ll take the Balanced Budget Amendment. Same deal. Senator, I want you spearheading Federal Reserve reform.”

	The senator made a forced little laugh. “That’s not actually an amendment, Mr. President.”

	“I know, but it’ll be a fight. Again, when we next meet I want to break down the different options for each of these and settle on which one to push. I’ll be handling the Electoral Amendment personally.”

	“Sir,” Governor Fletcher started, “there are a lot more liberty amendments . . .”

	“I know, but getting through a dozen amendments is beyond even me.”

	“If we called for a constitutional convention they could . . .”

	Adam stood up and waved a hand in a chopping motion. “No, no, no, that’s exactly the sort of chaos the Minute Men and the coup backers wanted to create. A new convention would be chaos, not least because it’s never been done before and nobody seems to know how it ought to work. We’re sticking with this plan. I’ll do it with or without you gentlemen, but if you’re in you do things my way. Period.”

	Once they left, those of us in the president’s staff remained, still discussing the amendments.

	“There’s a big economic component to some of this,” Adam said. “Sam, I’ll want your people doing some simulations of the expected effects.”

	“Mr. President.” To my surprise it was Cassie, sitting next to me, who leaned forward and asserted herself in this meeting. “Mr. President. I noticed you put Senator Davis in charge of the banking reform.”

	“So?”

	“I think he’ll probably come back with his proposal that let states borrow from the Federal Reserve.”

	“You think that’s a bad idea?”

	“Not necessarily, but I think the Chicago plan is a better option. Either way I’m a little worried these reforms could aggravate the trade war.”

	“Please,” Dr. Graham said. “We’d prefer nobody call it a ‘trade war.’ Trade dispute or economic dispute are fine.”

	“Well whatever we call it,” Cassie continued.

	“How would this affect the trade dispute, exactly?” Adam asked.

	“Well, there are several autocratic regimes, China and some OPEC members, that responded to the United Democracies tariffs by threatening to shift their holdings out of U.S. securities. This reform that’s being proposed, in order to avoid inflation, Treasury would have to limit new securities entering circulation. That would be a convenient excuse for these regimes to make good on their threat. They would dump the dollar as their reserve currency of choice.”

	“That screws them as much as us,” Adam leaned back in his chair to consider this. “Maybe more so. If they start selling off en masse then their entire reserve holdings becomes worthless. And these are autocratic regimes, like you said, which means they’re one economic downturn away from revolution. Hell, China’s already in a revolution, or civil war, or uprising, whatever they’re calling that whole clusterfuck over there these days. They don’t have the leverage to fuck with us right now.”

	“So, kids, everyone,” Manny said, “before we get too far off track, why don’t we wait to see what proposals they come back with. Right now we’re supposed to be discussing the Electoral Amendment.”

	“Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that,” Rudy said. “Do you think we should endorse the Amend for Adam movement?”

	Amend for Adam, with their red, white, and blue ‘A4A’ symbol, had been around since even before Adam’s reelection. “Do you think it would hurt?” the President asked.

	“It might look a little too calculating,” Dr. Graham said.

	“I’ll let you be the judge of that, but either way they’re our allies. The version of this amendment that also lifts term limits needs to pass. I’m going to be running for a third term, if not more.”

	“Wow, really?” I asked. As much as I heard talk on the news streams, and from Adam himself, of a potential third term, the idea of it being real had never sunk in until that moment.

	“Is it really that surprising, Sam?” Adam asked me.

	“I guess not.”

	“It does seems like a tough sell,” the doctor said. “Americans like their two term limit precedent.”

	“That’s not necessarily true,” I said. “At least in the past, there have been some popular presidents that would have won had they run for a third term. Teddy Roosevelt, for example, if he had run in 1908 instead of waiting. If I may ask though, what is the sell going to be?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“What are we going to pitch as the reason for a third term?”

	“I’ll need a third term to secure my legacy,” Adam said.

	“You don’t think this term will be enough?”

	In response Adam shot a look toward the party lawyer. “You want to tell ‘em Mike?”

	Michael Franks was loitering near the exit, with too many of us in the Oval Office for everyone to sit. “I just heard from a friend this morning that the Ninth Circuit will be ruling against some of the provisions in the Social Contract Act. The actual opinion comes down tomorrow.”

	Adam shook his head. “How the fuck did anybody even get standing in this case? Who the fuck are these plaintiffs?”

	“People who are getting less total welfare money now than before.”

	“If we had just cut welfare altogether could they have sued then?”

	“Theoretically, yes they could have.”

	“Fucking A.”

	“Does that create a circuit split?” Manny asked.

	“Yip,” Franks said. “It’ll be decided at the Supreme Court.”

	“So,” I said, “we’ll need another term because of this Supreme Court case?”

	“Not just this case. This won’t be the last. Liberals are going to try and dismantle everything we’ve accomplished. This is the fight of a generation, and I intend to take as much time as needed to ensure we win.”

	 

	I kicked off my own portion of the amendment campaign with an Adderprizes ‘all-hands’ meeting. It was at that moment that I realized to what extent I had become a full time manager.

	“The president’s big focus this year is on what they’re calling the liberty amendments,” I said. “Those of you who were around a few years ago will remember the research we did on the twenty-eighth amendment before it passed. That was kind of a kludge, so I’d like to not repeat the same process. We’ll be relying more on proxy indicators this time.”

	Looking down the table at my sprawling staff, I realized just how few of them had been around back then. For many of them this was their second job out of college, after some stint with a bigger polling firm or some lobbyist or some such. I felt deeply old.

	“In particular on the economics side of things,” I said, “this is some high-level stuff that is not going to make for good polling questions. We’ll also be needing some overall state of the economy simulations. Cassie, why don’t we start with the Balanced Budget amendment scenarios.”

	“Which ones exactly?”

	“All of them. Or, I don’t know, were there some that are more likely?”

	“You were at the same meeting, you tell me.”

	“Everything at that meeting was way over my head. Did I understand correctly that one of them, the main one, or most popular one, that it doesn’t technically require a balanced budget?”

	“That’s the one Secretary, um, Chan . . . San . . .”

	“Chandrakant,” I said. “Call him Bishen. The president does.”

	“Yeah, the Treasury secretary. His proposal was the amendment that limited government spending to a certain percentage of GDP.”

	“So start there. That and the whole omnibus Federal Reserve thing. We should get some direct polling on that too. I know the doctor is gonna sell it as taking power from Wall Street because of the, um . . .”

	“Full reserve currency,” Cassie provided the term for me.

	“Right, whatever that means, and giving that power to the states, I think, because they can borrow from the Federal Reserve and get control of, whatever, the state social security thing.”

	“Sovereign wealth funds.”

	“I swear sometimes you’re just making up words.” I hit just the right tone with that to get a chuckle around the table. “Whatever, don’t try to explain it, just get with Patrick and work up some kind of simple description question. Don’t worry if it oversimplifies things, that’s what the doctor is gonna do and that’s what people will be hearing. For our purposes we just want to know how that message is gonna go over.”

	“You got it, Mr. Adder,” Patrick, like my PR guy Joe, was a presidential relative I had hired. Both of them always came across as overeager.

	“Okay. Cassie, I’m leaning a lot here on your team. I know you’ve already got a lot with the usual quarterly forecasting stuff, and this looks like a lot of different scenarios. Will you be able to handle these new high-level runs yourself as well?”

	“I’ve already started.”

	“Really? When did that happen?”

	“Last week.”

	I stared at her for a long moment. “I guess I should try to get in to the office more often. Still, if you need to bring on some more help. In fact, fuck it, Rich, start looking into hiring somebody immediately. This new term the president’s gonna keep us plenty busy.”

	After the meeting, as I was walking back into my office, I was stopped by Ryan, my chief programmer. “Mr. Adder, could I talk to you?”

	“Uh, yeah, okay, come on in.”

	He came in and sat down in front of my desk, adjusting his chunky glasses.

	“Mr. Adder. You know the president, right?”

	“I know the . . .” I had been asked this enough times that I was about to say something sarcastic, but then noticed his somber look. “Yes, I know the president.”

	“I hate to ask but I really need your help.”

	“Oh?”

	“Well, it’s my wife. She was picked up by INS.”

	“Your wife . . . wait, what? Was she not born here?”

	“She was, but her parents weren’t. She has limited citizenship.”

	“But she was born here years ago. They made that retroactive?”

	“The new Congress did, yes.”

	“Oh. Wait, no, she’s married to you, doesn’t that get her citizenship?”

	He shook his head.

	“Really, they changed that too?” I asked. “You can’t get citizenship through marriage?”

	“No, only limited citizenship.”

	“Okay, so . . .” I was still confused. “If she had limited citizenship how were they able to pick her up?”

	“She . . . we have to pay fees. We didn’t think it was such a big thing before because, thanks to you, I have this job, and I’m very grateful to be working here, really.”

	“Okay.” I held up my hands, feeling even more awkward than normal when he thanked me for giving him this job. “Okay, just tell me what happened to your wife.”

	“They increased the fees. This new congress, just last month. Then they came and took her, they said she was, um, they said we’re delinquent on the citizenship fees.”

	“They arrested her for owing too much money?”

	“I . . . I don’t know. They won’t let me see her. The money they say we owe, it’s more than we have, more than all my savings. I can’t pay. I’m sorry to come to you Mr. Adder but I don’t know what else to do. I thought if you could talk to the president . . .”

	“Okay, hold on. The president is a busy guy, and really doesn’t handle this kind of stuff personally, but, okay, no . . .” I realized this was a bad way to start off. “Don’t worry, I know the people to talk to.” For a moment my mind flashed to the gang of former sheriffs and Texas Rangers that hung around Secretary Bob and made up his staff and agency heads. My stomach knotted at the thought of having to speak with them about anything. “I know the right people. We’ll get this straightened out.”

	“Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Adder.” He got up, almost lunging forward to grab one of my hands and shake it.

	“Please, dude, it’s Sam.”

	“Sam.” He said the word as if uncertain how to pronounce it. I felt a sudden desire to get this guy’s wife back just so I could go back to discussing AI code with him instead of having this awkward conversation. “Sam, thank you. Thank you.” He pulled me part way across my desk for a hug as ungainly as the rest of this encounter.

	“Dude, of course, seriously, it’s not a problem, you’re one of my best people. This sounds like some bureaucracy nonsense, I’m sure it’ll all get straightened out.”

	 

	As a result of Adam offering jobs to anybody he liked, just to have them around, he had developed a sprawling staff. Between all the aides to Manny, aides to Dr. Graham, party officials working for Rudy, and people with no defined role, I often struggled to keep track of them all. The only one I really remember was the woman brought in as Adam’s ‘campaign manager slash White House communications director’ and who, in my opinion, was instrumental in turning out the youth vote for Adam and making the ‘32 election the first landslide in more than a generation.

	Kris Stafford was an effervescent blonde woman out of Silicon Valley who, like so many of Adam’s people, came to him in a roundabout way. It started the summer before the election. An eccentric tech billionaire, creator of one of the more popular online virtual reality worlds that had taken off in the years since the oil spike, had just passed away. His will revealed that, within the virtual world he had created, there was some kind of scavenger hunt with various cryptic clues that would grant the ultimate winner a sizeable chuck of the tycoon’s massive fortune.

	For a brief time this spiked an interest in virtual worlds. A different Silicon Valley company, Bluewire studios, maker of both VR games and the Panocculus hardware to run them, capitalized on this by rushing out their Occulus Universal, the latest generation of their VR hardware and a giant loss leader for their games and software. The low cost made VR systems affordable to a large percentage of Americans.

	Amid all the hype and fury about this Dr. Graham decided to take advantage by organizing a campaign stop in Silicon Valley. Adam gave a speech at Google headquarters to an assortment of tech industry insiders. They were the kind of audience Adam loved to foil. Reflex liberals who came closer, in their daily lives, to being apolitical, they thought they should hate him and never knew how to react to his exuberance. Their initial tepid applause betrayed an unease or dislike for Adam. They expected to see a raving lunatic, a foaming rabid dog espousing medieval morality. They expected, I think, to boo him to his face and laugh at him later, and later still to curse him for having ‘cheated’ his way to power at all and go on to vote against him.

	Adam did not carry California, running against its sitting governor, but he did win over that crowd. During the luncheon afterwards, Adam was introduced to Kris Stafford, the public relations director responsible for the big Occulus Universal rollout and ad-blitz that had been so successful. She told him she was impressed with his speech. He offered her a job.

	Kris would go on to leverage her knowledge of these VR worlds to use them as an advertising and coordination medium for Adam’s campaign, such that by that autumn we were cruising to an even bigger victory than I predicted at the beginning of the year.

	With the election over she was still working with us, now heading Adam’s campaign to pass the liberty amendments. We approached it just like the election. Adam gathered up his ‘inner circle,’ the crowd he often took lunch with, and ventured off to rallies and speeches and town halls in key states.

	Kris, impeccably organized, had several months of this mapped out. I was amazed she had survived the election, in which her schedule was in constant disarray as a result of Adam’s lightning shifts and snap decisions. I wondered if maybe she enjoyed the constant reshuffling of schedules.

	The amendments campaign kicked off with a trip to the Three Rivers special economic zone in Pittsburgh. Adam was on hand for the ribbon cutting for the ‘Three Rivers’ nuclear plant. Its expedited approval process originated with the Browning administration, and still had taken almost a decade to complete, enabled only by the waving of some regulations that came with its inclusion in a special economic zone.

	“What are those people going on about?” Adam asked, looking at the distant crowd beyond several chain link fences as the motorcade pulled on through. “Don’t tell me these are more of those brain-dead anti-nuke people. If so I want them arrested. I’m not even joking about that, contact Director Hemming right away. Those anti-nuke hippies are exactly the sort of people who like to make nuclear terrorist attacks. It’s an ironic hipster form of terrorism.”

	“I believe they’re protesting the economic zone itself,” Manny said.

	“Why?”

	Manny shrugged. “I think they believe they’re unfair. That they create unsafe, or . . .

	“Most people who are opposed,” I said, “think they lead to unsafe and exploitative working conditions.”

	“So don’t get a fucking job in one,” Adam shook his head as he continued to stare at the protestors. “Nobody held a fucking gun to their heads.”

	“They probably don’t have jobs at all,” Manny said. “Who else would be at a protest in the middle of the day?”

	We continued up the block to a giant plant that looked like something belched up from the nineteenth century and then polished until it gleamed. Turns out this was true, to some extent. It was a renovation of a series of warehouses and office buildings from the mid-twentieth century, sitting at the edge of the economic zone, just within the innermost ring of checkpoints.

	The main industrial plant at the heart of this district was the Ares Drone Works, so named because it started off building drones to explore Mars as part of NASA’s Ares program. Hangers and bays of epic proportions served as assembly floors for unmanned tanks and aircraft. We walked along hallways with glass walls overlooking the production floor stretching away into the distance. The insectoid-skeleton frames of these war machines rolled along production lines atop carts that looked like flattened tanks themselves, robot armatures and men in overalls overseeing their growth at each stage.

	It was sweltering hot in the plant. I did not envy any of the workers we saw below on the factory floor, hunched over soldering benches or setting up lathes and mills and additive metal printers.

	The tour also included a sojourn several miles north to the test range, where they put on a show of the finished product. The unmanned tanks came in two varieties. There were the ‘wolves’ that took advantage of the removed crew to shrink down to the size of compact cars or scooters. Like NASA probes, their wheels were on independent motors mounted to distinct strut frames, meaning they could be lifted independently, allowing the tanks to walk, in effect, over rough terrain. The ‘wolves’ operated in swarms. We watched as one automated group was released onto the rolling, blasted out hills and structures. They maneuvered around the rumble to surround a target building then punched their way in, destroying the setup targets inside. For the human operators in the bunker where we watched the only work was designating targets and then observing the drones in action. Not unlike automated cars, humans still had to choose destinations, perhaps adjust courses at times, then designate targets and, ultimately, still had to pull the trigger. 

	The other type of automated tanks were the ‘lions.’ These used the lack of crew space as a means to bulk out. They were to some extent giant mobile slabs of armoring. We saw a demonstration of one in which it absorbed an RPG blast and several rounds from an anti-tank emplacement, after which it was activated and given that emplacement as a target. It turned, rumbled over, took a few more rounds in its front armor, then pulverized its obtruder with, we were assured, the largest cannon ever mounted on a battlefield tank.

	We were all impressed, none more so then Adam. “These,” he said, after watching the demonstration, “are so cool.”

	 

	Our next event was out west, in a little Wyoming town called Firetree, a deep shale mining center at the edge of the former Yellowstone National Park. On the flight back all of us were dead tired, except of course for Adam, who seemed energized by the day and wanted to get some other business done.

	“Consider what happens with a popular vote system.” Adam was practicing a speech about electoral reform that he was working on. He spoke in a soft voice as people around him slept. “All votes are equal. A few thousand votes from Delaware are just as good as a few thousand votes from Ohio. In that kind of campaign I would come to any state if I thought I could win some extra votes. But pause, wait. Think about that. All votes are equal in a popular vote system. In the Electoral College, all votes are not equal. All votes. Are. Not. Equal. Do I need to say anything more to convince you of the failure, of the anti-democratic, Un-American nature of the current system?”

	“That’s pretty good,” I told him.

	He nodded, more to himself. “It works for the non-battleground states. For the battleground states maybe I’ll write one appealing to how sick they must get of presidential elections.”

	After that, the president at last headed to bed. The whole entourage had just settled and dimmed the lights throughout the Air Force One cabins when we got an emergency call from Secretary Bob. A Homeland Security emergency was the kind of thing that sparked an immediate conference call, with everyone sitting at the table or standing around the edges to listen in.

	“What the hell is this emergency, Bob?” Adam, wearing his pajamas, asked.

	“The news is going to break within the hour, Mr. President, but I wanted you to hear it first.”

	“We’ve been attacked?”

	“No, sir, nothing like that.”

	Adam slouched in relief. “Okay then. Go ahead, what is it?”

	“Bloomberg has been arrested.”

	“Chief Justice Bloomberg? What for?”

	“He was caught with a prostitute.”

	“Okay. Was she dead?”

	“A male prostitute.”

	“Oh great. Was he dead?”

	“And a female one, both alive but tied up in all kinds of leather. There are pictures.”

	“That sounds,” Adam started, then paused to consider just how it sounded. “Really fucked up. But survivable. It’s not like he needs to care about public opinion or being removed.”

	“Justice Alston was with him.”

	“With him and the prostitutes and the leather?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	Adam paused again. “Well that’s more fucked up, but still may not mean anything. This isn’t going to force them from the bench.”

	“There’s more, sir. From what my agents are telling me . . .”

	In his hesitation I asked, “Bob, how is it your agents are the ones involved in this?”

	“The GSA was working with Metro Police investigating an international prostitution ring. Chief Justice Bloomberg, it seems like, we think, he wasn’t these prostitute’s client.”

	“Oh?”

	“He was more like their pimp.”

	Adam sat up in his chair and did not blink for a few moments. “Manny. Michael. I’m going to need you two to start putting together a list of potential Supreme Court nominees.”

	 

	That spring a movie was released, based on the best-selling novel, called The Selfies of Dorian Grey. In this modern retelling, Dorian was now a girl’s name. The character Dorian starts off as a beautiful but shy woman who is persuaded to start posting selfies online. Doing so catapults her into becoming a celebutante, someone famous for being famous. Her ego grows. She stops aging. At some point she realizes her lack of aging directly correlates to the number of ‘likes’ or ‘up-votes’ her selfies get on various social streams. In the book this becomes a statement on fame, as Dorian becomes every more desperate to cling to celebrity as it means literally clinging to life. The movie put a little too much emphasis on exactly how much her age was reduced by each ‘like’ and tried to get some action sequences out of racing to get them. As a result it fell a little flat.

	There was plenty of hype leading up to the release though, and Dr. Graham took the opportunity to release an online video of his own called ‘President Dorian Grey.’ It used a series of photographs and video clips, each a second or two long, showing the different presidents year by year, starting with Harry Truman. The photos and clips were selected to emphasize the aging experienced by each man from when he took office to when he left. Wrinkles formed and hair greyed over the course of ten or fifteen seconds. Then it got to Adam. If one did not pay close attention he did not seem to change at all.

	I do not think the sub-text, that Adam was plenty healthy to remain on as president past the current term, was lost on anybody. That same week the proposed constitutional amendments, including one that would eliminate the Electoral College and presidential term limits, were approved by Congress and headed out to the states themselves.

	Ironically, at the same time Adam was headed back to Washington. The crisis this time was, of all things, a referendum in Canada. It seemed the trade war had claimed many casualties, not the least of which was the concept of Canada itself. The announcement of the results revealed that Quebec, British Columbia, Alberta, and the Maritime Provinces had all voted in favor of independence. There was all manner of speculation on which of the leftovers would join the United Democracies when the split became official on New Years Day.

	“The White House has had no contact with the Maple Leaf party.” I watched from the back as Dr. Graham gave yet another press conference on the situation. “As far as I know the Nationalist Party has had no contact with them either. So it’s factually inaccurate to call them an international wing of the Nationalist Party, which just sounds absurd. Everyone here is aware that unemployment in Canada has increased since the trade dispute started, and because of that there have been demands to end the dispute. This is a Canadian issue being debated by Canadian politicians. The president has no stance on the issue either way.”

	Right after this we both headed up to a staff meeting where Manny asked the more obvious question. “Where did this Maple Leaf party come from anyway?”

	“They’re the president’s international fan base,” Fred said to a skeptical stare. “No, really. They formed just a couple years ago and their explicit plan has been to copy the Nationalist’s decentralization philosophy. And to join the United Democracies, that’s the other big part of their platform.”

	“So, Mr. President,” the doctor said. “I think I missed something. Why are you addressing the nation about this tonight?”

	To this Adam just smirked and shot a glance toward his National Security advisor.

	“Because Canada is descending into anarchy,” Fred paused for effect before continuing. “We just got off a conference call with the governor-general. He expects the violent clashes between the pro- and anti-secession protestors to continue tonight, their prime minister just resigned, and the coalition he headed is gonna break apart. They might need a new election just to get them through the remainder of the year. The individual provinces are struggling to contain the protests but refuse help from the central government. The governor-general has asked us to intervene.”

	“So we’re sending troops into Canada?”

	“We’re sending peacekeepers to Canada,” Adam said. “Who would have thought, eh?”

	 

	Adam’s amendment tour took us from Augusta, Maine, a city whose skyline was dominated by high-end wind turbines connected to electric car stations; to a stifling hot mega-church along a crumbling stretch of I-55 in Mississippi; to an organic farming commune in Iowa; to Delaware. I spent more time on the road than at home that spring and summer.

	The end of the tour, as it were, was marked by a return to Washington for the first state visit of Israeli Prime Minster Benjamin Moffaz. The Prime Minster was hearty and expansive, with a mysterious accent that dwelt somewhere between Hispanic and Slavic and made him difficult to understand. He met Adam at the White House, strolling in with a total command of his surroundings. “Mr. President,” he said in a booming voice as they shook hands.

	Joining Moffaz in Washington was the rest of the United Democracies leadership, now eleven strong, for a major conference. There was to be a series of meetings during the day that did not involve me, so I put in a token appearance at the office. Right away I was accosted by Joe.

	“I gotta know, Mr. Adder, are we going to war?”

	He said it in such an offhand way that at first the question did not quite register. “What? No. With who? What are you talking about?”

	“Venezuela. The president is sending troops, right?”

	I continued to stare at him for a moment before recalling the news item I had seen a week ago. Operating under a resolution of the United Democracies Security Council, Columbian forces had invaded western Venezuela, a region known as Zulia, in support of an independence movement. According to claims by the rebel leader, they sought to break away from the despotic government in Caracas and join the United Democracies. It was a minor bit of news almost forgotten among the amendment push. At the current United Democracies conference Columbia was expected to push for aid and support for their invasion.

	“The president isn’t going to commit national guardsmen,” I said. “Why would he?”

	“I heard all the fighting is in the same part of Venezuela that has all the oil.”

	“Of course it is. Still, he’s not gonna call up the National Guard. It’ll be support troops at most.”

	“Can I quote you on that?”

	“To who?”

	“Oh, sorry, sir, it’s nothing official. Just me and some friends were wondering if we might get called up.”

	“Did you really think that was a possibility?”

	“All the news streams were acting like it was a big deal, maybe since we’ve already got national guardsmen helping in Canada.”

	I took a deep sigh. “Don’t quote me directly. You can say you heard it from a high ranking White House official.”

	Joe grinned at this. “Thank you, sir.”

	“And don’t call me sir.”

	After Joe left I turned to look out the window. It was a blustery autumn afternoon outside, sunny but with the lingering heat of summer at last expelling its final, dying breath. It seemed a good day to be outside, and I resolved to leave early and get home, perhaps catch Holly between shifts.

	Instead, my musing was interrupted by a text message from Manny. The president wanted some kind of meeting that evening, after he was done with the United Democracies conference for the day. Grudgingly, I headed back over to the White House. 

	Several hours later I was still sitting and waiting in an anteroom in a remote corner of the White House. Dr. Graham was in a chair across from me, his reserve of patience running deeper than my own.

	“What are they talking about in there?” I asked the doctor.

	He just shrugged, and none of his staff reacted at all to my comment.

	“Was it supposed to run this long?”

	Dr. Graham looked at his watch. “They are now two and a half hours over.”

	I slumped in my chair. “Should we maybe reschedule? My wife is not going to be happy if I’m late again.”

	“Mine isn’t either but . . . the president moves at his own pace.”

	I got out my mobile to text Holly, to tell her I would not be getting home early after all. I did not bother to offer a reason, it would just be taken as an excuse. The response I got a half-hour later, about leaving leftovers in the fridge for me, included a plain if unwritten sigh that might as well have been in passive-aggressive font.

	The sun set, the little room grew dark and oppressive, and still we waited. Cassie began fidgeting with her glasses. Kris Stafford nodded off in her seat. Dr. Graham’s other assorted aides curled up in corners on the floor.

	Somebody turned all the lights on in the little anteroom, then somebody else turned half of them off. It was quiet enough to hear the wind jostling the trees outside or creating little rattles in the window. I pulled up Thursday Night Football on my notebook and watched despite a slow connection.

	It was after eight o’clock when the room at last opened. Spilling out and animating the hallway with their discussions was a large portion of the United Democracies leadership. I watched, a little startled, as world leaders hurried past me, their entourages scurrying along with them. Mofaz and Adam rushed out together, toward the back of the crowd. None of them spared a glance for Dr. Graham or myself.

	I stood up as a few of Adam’s aides, including Fred, emerged from the conference room as well. “What’s going on?” I asked.

	“They’re invoking the mutual defense clause. They’ll be sending aid and troops to Columbia. Moffaz wants to make the announcement in a joint Rose Garden press conference.”

	“Right now?”

	“No time like the present.”

	I glanced at a nearby window. “It’s the middle of the night.”

	Fred just shrugged and moved to follow after the president. I glanced over at Dr. Graham, who did the same.

	Getting the White House press corps on site at this hour took a bit of work, but it was accomplished. The Rose Garden itself had copious lighting. Combined with some television lamps set up by the media crews this effectively dispelled the night. The thing it could not do was account for the weather.

	Mofaz was in the middle of his long-winded statement when the sky opened, sending aides and journalists scrambling for cover. The prime minister himself was unfazed and kept talking as if nothing was happening. Adam and the other United Democracies leaders, who had been standing next to the Israeli, felt compelled to remain as well, as did some diehard White House correspondents, even as they all became drenched. I watched from underneath the colonnades, trying to suppress a laugh.

	It was a solid ten minutes of speech and rain before the prime minster concluded and everyone scrambled for cover. Some started to rush ahead, but Moffaz just walked, still impervious to the downpour, and the whole entourage, Adam included, felt obliged to do the same.

	Still soaked from the rain after escorting the delegations through the White House, Adam paused for one last hand shake and picture before Mofaz continued on to his motorcade.

	“That,” the president said as he came back inside, wiping water off his hair and face, “went better than I expected.”

	 

	The view from the Eyrie seemed brighter than past years. Against a darkened winter sky I watched night fall on Denver and the city lights materialize. In that front room with the wall of glass it was always colder than the rest of the house. I zipped up my outer layer and set down the Ebook reader I had not looked at in hours. Behind me Eve was getting a fire going in the giant hearth. I migrated over to join her.

	“Sam. Did you get enough to eat?”

	“Oh, good lord, yes.” I patted the gut I had been working on the past few years.

	She tossed more wood onto the fire, then stood up next to me. For a moment we were quiet like that, warming one side of ourselves against the fire. The back of my legs were getting too hot, the rest of me was just right, and in front of me the city lights looked that much harsher.

	“So your wife won’t be joining us this year?”

	“No. I’ll be joining her family in Texas.”

	“Oh, that’s too bad. I wish you’d stay for the party. Adam is in such a good mood this year.”

	“I’ll be here for the party. I’m flying out on Christmas Eve.”

	“Your wife won’t join us though?” Eve asked again.

	“No.”

	I could tell she was staring at me but did not have the heart to meet her gaze. “Is everything alright with you two, Sam?”

	I drew a deep sigh. “Not entirely.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” She touched me lightly on the shoulder.

	“You know, it’s . . .” I contemplated just shutting up right there. There seemed no way forward. “I think she blames me for not being able to have kids. I mean, she doesn’t blame me, but, you know, I remind her of that fact or something. I guess.”

	“That’s terrible, Sam.”

	“I mean, she’s known she couldn’t, she knew when we first met. She . . .”

	“What’s wrong?” Eve moved slightly toward me. “Why can’t you have kids?”

	“It’s . . .”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, Sam. I shouldn’t be asking you that.”

	“No, no, it’s fine. She had an STD, let’s put it that way. It was untreated for a while, caused permanent damage.”

	“Did you think about adopting?”

	“Yeah, but, well, no. She was always afraid of the process. Was afraid of rejection. Really that probably is my fault, I was afraid of rejection, I didn’t want her to go through that.”

	“Why would you guys be rejected?” Again she lightly touched my shoulder, like a reminder she was still present.

	“Well, at the time she had, you know, she had just left the adult film industry.”

	“Oh. Oh, she did mention something about that once. I didn’t want to ask about it.”

	“I didn’t know her when she was . . . a porn star, or whatever you want to call it. She hates that term. I met her when she just started going back to school. Anyway, I don’t know. She wants to be a pediatrician, you know, I guess she decided that since she couldn’t have kids of her own . . . Anyway, she gave that up too so we could leave California, but now she’s gone back to school and I think it’s reminding her of that, of, you know, all that, all over. It’s . . . all kinds of fucked up really.”

	“So she blames you?”

	“No, not really.” I turned away from the fire and looked up at Eve. “Not rationally, but I think, all the stress she’s under, I’m just, I’m not helpful. That is my fault, I’m sure, I’ve been,” I waved my hand around at the room. “I’ve been so involved in all this. It just accentuates the underlying issue.”

	“I’m so sorry to hear all that, Sam.”

	“Yeah, well, the good news is her family all likes me. That makes Christmas out there at least bearable.”

	“That’s a good thing.”

	“Actually, in truth, they all love Adam. They like me because I work for him.”

	Eve smiled. “Adam does have a way of getting into people’s hearts.”

	“So what about you guys? Did you ever think about children? The two of you, I mean?”

	“Oh no, we met a little late for that. My children were grown and raised and kicked out along with their useless father by the time I met my president.”

	“Oh, I see. What about Adam?”

	“What about me?” The president entered the room wearing his Denver Broncos hoody and a genuine smile uncharacteristic of past holidays.

	“Why did you never have kids?”

	“I missed my chance. Angela and I talked about it, we just, never got around to it.” He came up to stand beside Eve, wrapping one arm around her. “I did it the right way. Marry into adult step-children. Skip the growing pains. Can I get either of you guys anything? I was gonna have some eggnog myself.”

	“Sounds wonderful,” Eve said.

	“Only if you put something in mine,” I said.

	“To each his own.” Adam wandered off, and reappeared a few moments later with three glasses balanced between his hands.

	I took a drink and gasped. “Geez. How much did you put in there?”

	“A good amount? How should I know?”

	“Are you okay, Sam?” Eve asked through a laugh.

	“I’m fine, I’m fine. Just didn’t expect that.”

	“Well serves you right for drinking before we toast.” Eve raised up her glass but then looked between us for something.

	“Uh,” I said. “To another unmitigated success of a year.”

	“Not unmitigated,” Adam pulled his glass back and fixed his stare on me.

	“You’re really gonna find room to complain?” I asked.

	“Two amendments are still out there, and Federal Reserve reform has gotten nowhere. That’s one out of four goals met for the year.”

	“We passed a Balanced Budget Amendment and got three Supreme Court justices appointed. That by itself is enough to entirely define lesser presidents.”

	“I’m not gonna accept average as good enough, Sam. Plus my legacy won’t be complete until I’ve achieved some measure of energy security. That’s gonna take more effort than the rest of it combined.”

	“If you guys are gonna talk about this I’m going to head off,” Eve said.

	“No, no, sorry, we’ll stop.” Adam held up his glass again. “We haven’t even toasted yet.”

	“Okay. To an unmitigated success of a year,” she raised her glass.

	“Unmitigated success.” We at last had a proper toast.

	We remained up like that, drinking by the fire as the night grew cold. I retrieved the next round of drinks lest the teetotalers kill me by mixing in equal parts alcohol. Eve announced she was going to get ready for bed, and with her gone the animating presence of the conversation died out, as did the fire. I went and claimed another round. When I returned, Adam was slumped in one of the big recliners.

	“I begin to think,” he said, watching the embers, “that the biggest problem for ensuring my legacy is probably my own mortality.”

	“Really?” This was about the last thing I expected him to say.

	“Who knows how long I have. You know my dad died of a heart attack and my mom died of cancer when they were both in their fifties.”

	“That shouldn’t be a problem for you though. You seem to take care of yourself.”

	“That is exactly why I do so.”

	“Well you still look like Dorian Grey.”

	This got a self-conscious laugh. “I feel great,” he said. “God willing that will hold out long enough to resolve our long-term problems.”

	“God willing.” I drained most of my glass.

	“God has guided me thus far and look where I’ve gotten. I must think He intends for me to deliver in the end.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Maybe some prefer to call it fate, but what is that really? Whatever God’s plan is he’s guided me at each step. Someone like me, I was a dropout, a bum. I would never have come this far if I didn’t have help from a higher power.”

	“I can’t argue with that.”

	“Do you believe in God, Sam?”

	“No, I just hope in him.”

	Adam laughed aloud at this, which was unexpected. “That is such a Sam answer. It’s within my ninety-five percent confidence, no guarantees.”

	I gave a half-hearted smile. “Yeah, that is kind of a copout.”

	“From anybody else, yes, but not you, Sam. I like that answer. I hope in God too. I hope I’m following His signs correctly.”

	I finished off my drink. “I was just hoping there is a God to interpret.”

	“If God is in all of us, then faith in God and faith in oneself are closely related. You should have some more faith, Sam.”

	“Huh. Maybe my wife’s right. Maybe I should go to church more often.”

	“I’ve been to a lot of churches, and I’ll tell you, they might work for some people, but I think that’s the least likely place to find God.”

	“Where do you find God then?”

	Adam paused, staring at me with a coy smile. “God is in the perfect, beautiful, subtle little moments of the world. When your mood and the weather and the sunlight and place and everything, it just, it sort of comes together.”

	I had no reply.

	“It’s like . . . Sam, have you ever seen the movie, it’s one of my favorites, American Beauty?”

	“The plastic bag floating in the wind?”

	“The fucking plastic bag in the wind!” He jumped to his feet to join me by the hearth. “A lot of people saw that and they didn’t fucking get it, it’s just a plastic bag, but that wasn’t the point. It’s even mentioned in the movie, that video is a poor substitute. It was about that moment, a fall day when it’s just about to snow, just the right chill in the air and you’re coming home from school or whatever, and there’s this wind and this plastic bag and it’s . . .”

	“It’s God?”

	He looked it at me, his eyes flashing bright. “It’s, you know, Plato talked about perfect forms, about everything in reality, in the material world, being this pale reflection of its perfect form that exists only in the mind of God. Plato thought the perfect government would consist of some hyper-elite, hyper-educated wise men who were the only ones who could perceive these forms. But that’s bullshit. Nobody can perceive the mind of God, not with any regularity. But there are those moments, the plastic bag in the wind on a fall day, walking home from the movies with your best friend as a summer storm rolls in, the sunny Wednesday before Thanksgiving with snow covering the ground and you get out of school and have this whole vacation ahead of you. Those are the moments when you can find God.”

	I smirked to myself. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”

	“No, I’ve just experienced it enough times. It’s there for anybody to see. It’s like, there’s a dew point for God, and there are times when everything is so close to perfection that,” he held out his hands in front of him as if to grasp the moment, “as if things got any more beautiful and perfect then God would just materialize out of the air, like dew being formed.”

	“That’s . . . poetic.”

	“It’s more true than poetic, which lends it a certain poetry. Those perfect little moments happen at random most of the time, I think, but sometimes you can go find them as well.”

	“Yeah?”

	“No guarantee of course, but, ya know, ninety-five percent confidence.”

	I turned to him and smiled.

	“You want to go see if we can find God right now?” Adam asked with another flash in his eyes.

	“Uh, sure, okay.”

	He leaned in, continuing in a hushed voice. “I’m gonna head up to the suite. Wait a few minutes, then go get your coat. Head through the kitchen to the back hallway. The door at the end, it’s closed off for the new annex construction. Wait there.”

	I had not at all expected finding God to involve some type of heist. I remained by the fire as Adam headed out of the great room. I heard him tell the secret serviceman that he was turning in for the night. Still a little stunned by Adam’s instructions, I waited without thinking, then headed up to my room and claimed my coat and boots.

	The door at the end of the back hallway led out to some kind of half-built corridor. A plastic tarp spread over wooden beams provided the only protection from the elements. A trail of bare cement, wet with snow that had blown in beneath the tarp, led away to what looked like a cave entrance, blasted into the side of the mountain. I began to have visions of finding God through some test of courage in a dark, monster-filled cave. That was just the kind of quest Adam would envision.

	Wind gusted against the plastic tarp and I hugged my coat around myself and waited there in the dark. After an interminable time, the door behind me opened and Adam emerged, wearing a heavy coat with the hood drawn around his head.

	“Shhh,” he held a finger to his mouth. “Come on.”

	He led me not to the cave but to a gap in the plastic tarp. We slipped away from the house, up the mountainside along snow and exposed rock, moving all the while at a crouch. Over a low ridge we descended into a snow-covered evergreen forest through which Adam led the way without hesitation.

	After a twenty minute walk we emerged at the main road, beyond the gated turnoff leading up to the Eyrie grounds. Adam kept to the tree line as he led us downhill until we reached a mile marker. Then he crouched down behind some brush, concealed from the road but peeping over to watch it.

	“Now what?” I asked.

	“Just wait.”

	It was another ten minutes before a green auto-cab cruised up the road. It came to a stop at the mile marker. Adam now stood up straight and took a confident step out of the bushes.

	We climbed into the back of the cab. A wire screen prevented anybody from reaching the manual controls up front, but a computer terminal integrated into the dividing wall allowed us to input our destination.

	“Where are we going?” I asked.

	“On an adventure.” Adam navigated through the map browser on the computer, selecting a destination in downtown Denver. Then he scowled. “You, uh, you didn’t happen to bring a credit card did you? I don’t normally carry one.”

	I pulled up a pay-app on my mobile and waved it in front of the sensor. There was a processing screen, then it flashed ‘approved.’ The cab turned around and headed back down the hill, all the while Adam keeping us both crouched out of sight.

	“With all the annex construction,” Adam said, “the exterior monitoring system isn’t fully online yet. That’s the only reason we weren’t spotted on the hillside. Like I said, confluence of little details.”

	We got down to I-70 and cruised into downtown. It was not until we got off the highway that I began to feel exposed. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I said.

	“It’s an adventure!”

	The cab cruised along a downtown street with a low speed limit, allowing us to take in the sights of storefronts and parks decorated for Christmas. As we neared our destination, Adam pulled up the interface again and hit the ‘change destination’ button. He picked a different spot on a different street several blocks away.

	In its dutiful plodding fashion the cab continued on, giving us a tour of downtown. We went down a couple roads without too much festivity, then arrived at one lined with bright storefronts and poles strung with lights. As the cab turned, I noticed that a light snow had started outside.

	“Oh, perfect,” Adam said. He dove over and hit the stop button. The cab pulled over at an empty meter spot and Adam hit the ‘send receipt’ button. “Come on.”

	A moment of dread gripped me as we slid out onto the sidewalk. The president pulled his hood tight around his head. “Come on.”

	“Um, Adam . . .”

	“Don’t worry, man. Nobody would believe the president is walking around downtown Denver by himself.”

	The sidewalk was covered with slush from earlier snowfalls, compounding the layer of powder now starting to form. There were still plenty of people out, scurrying between stores with loads of shopping bags. A young family rushed right past us to claim our cab. “This isn’t taken is it?” the father asked even as the kids scampered aboard.

	“No, no, go ahead,” I said. We watched as they got in and the cab pulled away.

	“See!” Adam grabbed my arm and started down the street.

	We walked straight past several more groups of people. I could not stop myself from staring at each of them, expecting them to turn in recognition. Most did not even bother looking our way.

	Unlike myself, the president had not grabbed a good set of boots before embarking. Several times he slipped on the slush, flailing and grabbing hold of my arm, in turn almost dragging me down with him. By total luck we avoided falling.

	“Ahh, here we go,” Adam said as we neared the end of the block. At the corner was some local coffee shop. “You want some hot chocolate?”

	“Are you offering to pay?”

	“A valid point. And I thought the date was going so well.”

	We reached the entrance to the coffee shop, where Adam stopped. I stopped as well, and we stared at each other for a moment. “Well?” he said. “Seriously, I’ll pay you back.”

	“You sure you want to go in there?” I glanced inside at the line and the occupied tables.

	“Why not? Come on.”

	With that we were inside, standing in line. Adam drew his hood even tighter around his face. He said nothing, letting me order him a hot chocolate and a caramel latte for myself. Hanging around the counter waiting for our order was excruciating. More than a dozen people walked right past us.

	Still nobody said anything, nor even glaced our way with a hint of recognition. As we stood there, coats pulled close around ourselves, I realized Adam was right. Nobody recognized him like this, without a suit, without the flash of fire in his eyes, without a passionate battle cry. Here he was just some guy in a hoody. He was out of context. 

	Once we had our drinks, Adam rushed back outside. I wondered if he was getting nervous himself. Once we got out onto the sidewalk though, away from the bright lights inside the coffee shop, he dispelled that notion. Adam stepped to the curb, pulled back his hood, and looked up.

	The snowfall had begun in earnest. Large flakes wafted down from the dark sky, lit for a brief stretch by streetlights, before alighting on the president’s face and outstretched tongue.

	He took a drink of his hot chocolate without turning his eyes down. “Look at it, Sam.”

	I stepped up to the curb next to him and looked up at the dark skyscrapers and the star field of snowflakes dropping in slow motion toward us.

	“That is what I’m talking about,” he said at almost a whisper. “Appearing out of thin air.”

	We stood there for a long while, with warm drinks in our hands and holiday crowds around us, letting snow accumulate on our shoulders.

	On the next block we claimed another cab and made our way back to the Eyrie. The secret servicemen at the gate had to be talked into letting us in, not believing at first the man they saw was the president.

	To be honest I do not know if we found God that night, if he really was there, crystalizing with the snowfall and wafting up into the thin air with the steam from our drinks. I sometimes wonder if instead we passed him on the street, except rather than adorned in divine glory he was wearing a sweater and an old hoody, such that we didn’t even recognize him. I can’t say that’s what happened, of course, but I hope so.
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Chapter 10

	 

	THE POWER AND THE GLORY

	 

	The long, grueling road to recovery brought Adam to a stage in a little church auditorium with a dozen other Purple Heart winners.

	“Purple Heart recipients,” the announcer had to be reminded. “Recipients.”

	All the attention, though, was focused on the two at the end, the young, gaunt man with intense eyes and his three-legged dog.

	Adam sat through the ceremony in a surreal daze. He had played crummy jazz tunes to larger crowds than this. He felt a little self-conscious and a little aggrieved.

	There was some local news crew at the back of the room. They filmed the little speech from the pastor and the perfunctory applause. Afterwards, there was to be a barbeque, but before Adam could get off the stage he was cornered by the news reporter.

	“Your dog’s name is Fox?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“And he received a purple heart as well?”

	Adam looked at the medal hanging from Fox’s collar. “Yeah, dogs can get Purple Hearts just like people.”

	“I didn’t realize that.”

	“No,” Adam smirked. “No, that’s not true, but it should be.” 

	“So . . .” she looked confused.

	“These are both mine. I got them for two different incidents. I got this one in 2004,” he tapped the medal on his chest. “The one Fox has . . . that was the one that got both of us. I think he got it worse.”

	As he worked his way down the barbeque line, Adam became aware of someone lurking behind him. He turned in time to avoid being surprised by Jon Stevenson.

	“Dude, Hanson,” the sergeant said. “How ya been man?”

	“I’m alright.”

	“I heard you were blind.”

	“Yeah, but I got better.”

	They took seats across from each other at the end of a table, Fox on the ground next to them, the dog’s eyes never leaving the meat.

	“So, wow,” Jon said. “It just came back one day?”

	“Yeah, I just woke up in the middle of the night and could see again.”

	“And they don’t know what caused it?”

	“Well, doctors, ya know. They don’t know but they’ve got a lot of theories.”

	“Wow, that’s,” Jon blew out his breath. “I mean, it’s good, but it’s kinda messed up too.”

	Adam gave a noncommital shrug. “Yeah.”

	“I like how you gave Fox one of your medals.”

	“Yeah.”

	The sergeant kept eyeing Adam as they continued to eat. “Where are you staying right now?”

	“In the BQ on base.”

	“With your dog?”

	“They don’t know I have him.”

	Jon smiled. “If you’re interested in saving some money, me and a couple other guys are renting a house just off base. We’re looking for a fourth roommate. It’s a big place, there’s a back yard. You’d have your own bathroom.”

	“I’ll think about it.”

	“So do you come to services here?”

	“No. This is my first time. I don’t know how they found me. They just called one day, said they were putting this holiday thing together for wounded veterans, I . . .” Adam shrugged.

	“I’ve been volunteering around here myself. On, uh, on Wednesdays the pastor runs a support group for people with PTSD.”

	“You think I have PTSD?”

	“You’ve had a thousand yard stare ever since I saw you up on stage.”

	For the first time since sitting down, there was a flash of intensity in Adam’s eyes. “I’ve been . . . preoccupied.”

	“Dude, it’s cool. I’ve been going myself.”

	“To this support group?”

	“Yeah. It’s, I mean, it’s nothing big. It’s sort of a bible study slash support group.”

	Adam glanced away, the gleam in his eyes fading. “I haven’t been to church since my mom died. Well, I’ve been to church, I just haven’t gone on a regular basis since then.”

	“Well no obligation man. Come check it out.”

	Adam did just that. There were several other guys there who had also been injured, some worse than himself. He found he was glad for their company, and it was not long before he looked forward to these nights each week.

	“I was blinded by an IED,” Adam said, telling his story on the first night, “with white phosphorous. The doctors said my eyesight would return but it didn’t. I could see light and dark but nothing else for a couple months. Then, one night, I’m about to fall asleep, and I saw an angel. As in, I thought it was a dream at first, but it wasn’t. I know that sounds pretty unbelievable.”

	“No way man, not at all,” the soldier next to him said, prompting some nods and agreements around the little room.

	“It looked like the statue of liberty, kind of, except with wings. Next thing I’m sitting up awake and I can see, just fine. I think God reached out to me right then. He gave me back my sight. I think he must have something more planned for me in this world.”

	“I’m sure he does, Adam,” the pastor said. They went by first names here. “God has a plan for all of us.”

	“Yeah,” Adam nodded, “of course He does. I just can’t help but think He must have something really big planned for me. I mean, He cured me of my blindness. I just wish I knew what He wanted me to see.”

	 

	Adam left the support group meeting that first night with his own copy of the New International Version of the Bible, handed out from a stash beforehand so everyone could follow along and then told to ‘hang on to’ afterwards. He began showing up on Sundays for the regular sermons.

	Pastor Foreman was an older man with thick bifocals that he often looked over. At first this was off-putting, as if he was scolding everybody, but after a while became endearing, as if we were an absent minded professor wondering where his glasses were. “I’d like to begin today with a reading of Genesis, chapter forty-seven.” 

	As always Adam was quick to volunteer to read, and though the pastor tried to spread this around, he just as often let Adam go ahead, since his voice, strong and resonant, was well-suited for the task.

	The chapter in Genesis told the story of the Egyptians during a famine in which they paid all their money to Pharaoh in exchange for grain. When that was used up, they paid Pharaoh with livestock. When that too was gone and the famine had still not abated, they sold themselves in exchange for food.

	“So Egypt was in a famine, which to them was like an economic recession,” the pastor said after Adam was done reading. “So the money they gave to Pharaoh, their tax money, was used to pay for grain for those who were starving. But of course it didn’t end there. When they had nothing left to give and were still starving they sold themselves and their land to Pharaoh. They became slaves!”

	The pastor looked out at the little congregation over his glasses and scowled. “We’re in the same place today. Economic recession, government promising to take care of us, to provide us with jobs and healthcare and education. But for the government to provide those things it has to control them, and then it’s the government that gets to decide who gets healthcare, who gets an education, and what kind, who works. It’s an ominous story, because just like the Egyptians the only place this can end is in slavery, a sort of serfdom, with everyone owned by the government and controlled by its leaders.

	“Nowadays, I hear President Obama being called the Messiah. Do you really think he is our savior?” There were some grumbled and shouts of ‘no’ from the crowd. “The Egyptians, they thought Pharaoh was their savior, as the verse we just heard said, ‘you have saved our lives, we will be in bondage to Pharaoh.’ But we should never forget though who the real Messiah is.”

	After the service, as Adam was leaving, a young soldier he recognized from the support group came rushing up to him.

	“Hey, Adam. Adam. You’re in to politics, right?”

	“I’m into politics?” The question was asked as if it were a hobby, like building model airplanes, as if Adam dabbled a little, puttered around with some politics in his spare time.

	“Trust me, he is,” Jon Stevenson said. “He talks about it all the time.”

	“I was just asking,” the young soldier said, “because some of us were planning to get a group together to go to the tax payer rally in Austin this weekend to protest the stimulus bill.”

	Adam stared at him. “What’s this now?”

	“The stimulus, the, uh . . .”

	“I know what that is, but what exactly is this protest.”

	“Come on, Adam,” Jon said. “You know you want to.”

	In truth, Adam had not been paying attention to the news much since the election. “Alright,” he said through a sigh.

	Arriving outside the Texas statehouse, the group of veterans, not in official uniform but with shirts tucked in so tight they might as well have been, found a sizeable crowd. There was a microphone set up on the steps and a cluster of people further up, but no speaker.

	Instead what caught Adam’s attention, through the forest of homemade placards and signs, were the men in tricorn hats and colonial-era outfits. Right away he began cutting through the crowd toward these anachronisms.

	“Excuse me, sir,” Adam said to the first one he reached. “Excuse me. Why are you dressed like that?”

	The man was dressed like Benjamin Franklin or Thomas Jefferson, though he was short and slight, failing to fill out his costume and making it look frumpy. He gave Adam a critical look for a second. “Are you a reporter?”

	“No. No, I’m a veteran. I came to show my support. I’m just wondering why you’re dressed like that.”

	It was the man next to him, a younger man holding up a giant Gadsden flag, who answered. “We’re here to take back our country.”

	“Back to the founding principles,” the first man said. He had turned back toward the front of the crowd and spoke to Adam sidelong. “Back to the government the way the founding fathers first created it.”

	“Okay” Adam said. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. Had I known I would have dressed up myself.”

	This got a smirk and another glance from the revolutionary. “Alright. Alright. It’s good to meet you.” He extended a hand. “Anthony Duncan. I helped organize this rally.”

	“Adam Hanson. Fan of the American Revolution.”

	Duncan laughed. “I guess I didn’t explain that right. We’re dressed like this to call for a return to America as it was when it was founded, not what it’s become.”

	“No, I understood you.”

	“I, um, oh, well good.” He turned again to the younger revolutionary next to him with the giant flag. “Let me introduce you to my fellow new founding father.”

	The younger man turned to Adam again. He wore a tricorn hat and a leather duster over more modern clothes. His features were dominated by his large glasses. Through these his bug eyes scanned Adam as if deciding if further words were worth his time.

	“Allen Rose.” He stuck out a hand.

	“Good to meet you.”

	“What brings you out here, Adam?”

	“Well, I came to show my support. I gave so much fighting for this country I don’t want this stimulus to bankrupt it.”

	“This is about a lot more than the stimulus,” Rose said.

	“Oh yeah?”

	“The stimulus bill is really just a symptom. The root of the problem is how this country is abandoning is Christian heritage and embracing atheism. That’s what we need to get back to.”

	At the end of the day Adam gave his contact info to Mr. Duncan, who promised to be in touch. “I don’t suppose,” Duncan said, “you would be interested in joining us for another rally? We’re putting together a tax day protest for this April.”

	“I might be,” Adam said.

	“Oh, would you? Oh, um, here.” Duncan fumbled in a pocket and produced a business card. “Take my card. Please, take a look at our website too. The Texas Tea Party.”

	Adam glanced at the card. “So, the oil party?”

	“Huh?”

	“Texas tea, meaning oil.”

	“Oh, huh,” Duncan laughed. “Yes. Anyway, please do look at our website. We just got it all working. I think you’ll be interested in what we have to offer.”

	Adam was silent the entire car ride home. It felt as though the pain medication they had tranquilized him with in the hospital had at last worn off. It felt as if the engine of his mind had turned over and clattered to exciting, whirling, electrifying life.

	 

	In The River of Life, Adam traced his first political insights to his time in New York. This Babylon of gilded robots and bloodthirsty shades, he claimed, would inform much of the political philosophy he would go on to expound. I cannot argue with that, per se. It was his life, and it seemed apparent he had some interest in politics during his days reading the New York Post and watching city council meetings.

	Nevertheless, I think his real political development came in the early days of the Obama administration. His interest now went beyond just writing satirical lyrics about politicians, beyond just the righteousness of the war. This was now an obsession. And like any obsession it made him intolerable to be around.

	“God, Adam, what are you doing?” a half-awake Jon asked without turning on the lights.

	What Adam was doing was pacing. They stood in the front room of the crazy house. It got this name from the previous owner, who had filled the front lawn with quirky kitsch, decorated the interior with mural wallpaper and glow-in-the-dark wall stickers, remodeled without any regard for conventional spacetime, and then abandoned the place when the market crash ruined its remaining value. After that it sat vacant while someone stole copper wire out of the walls and a rodent infestation moved in. The new owner had not fixed all this. Three others guys rented it with him for crazy cheap after they had all lost homes with insane underwater mortgages.

	Adam was also mumbling, in a voice that hovered at a whisper but could spike into yelling.

	“Huh?”

	“Adam,” Jon wiped his eyes and maneuvered around the couch that was too big for this room, “what are you doing out here man?”

	“I was just thinking.”

	“What? Dude, you were pacing and talking to yourself.”

	“I’m sorry. I left the light off.”

	“Yeah, thanks, that’s good, but we can all hear you as well.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Can you not do this in your room?”

	“There’s no space. I need,” he looked about, then held out his hands to indicate the short track he was making.

	Jon ran his hands down his face. “Could you just go to bed, man?”

	“I can’t sleep.”

	“Well maybe go out or something.” They stared at each other in the low light of the moon coming through the weird bay windows. “Or, maybe, well, tomorrow, would you be willing to trade rooms with Steve?”

	“The loft? I would if he would.”

	“Okay. We’ll discuss it tomorrow. Now go to sleep.”

	Like many nights Adam got into bed so he could stare at the ceiling. He focused on the shadows cast by a street light out the window, moving his eyes from one to the next as a vague substitute for actual motion.

	They moved him into the loft the next night. It was the largest bedroom in the house, located above the garage at the opposite end from the other bedrooms. Its disadvantage was that its electrical wiring was gone, meaning its electricity was provided by an extension cord stretched down the hall. It was also not connected to the central air system. Summer promised to be miserable, but for the moment Adam seemed content in his little cubbyhole. He could come and go and pace at any time without disturbing the others, save for Fox, who would sit on the bed and watch his master foment, or else pace at his heels.

	After he bought a new laptop a few weeks later, Adam began spending subsequent sleepless nights online. He spent a lot of time reading news sites, trolling comment boards, haranguing bloggers. He would write comments, get chastising responses, then pace until he had a response and was ready to leap back to the computer and post again.

	On one such night, after checking his email and still not feeling tired, he happened to glance over and see Anthony Duncan’s business card sitting on his dresser. Adam grabbed it and tilted it toward the windows in order to read the print in the otherwise dark room.

	While nothing fancy the party website at least looked manageable, not the threadbare mess of an early internet site he had expected. Its founding principles and statement from the president (one Anthony Duncan) were the same stuff he had heard before. He clicked on a link to an external blog.

	Here Adam found himself reading ‘The Awakening of America,’ a blog by one Allen Rose. It had half a dozen entries, all of them long and loaded with comments. The first entry was titled: ‘The Cause of the Apocalypse.’

	‘In the computer game Fallout: A Post Nuclear Role-Playing Game, I found myself put in the role of a human seeking to save his community of survivors in the aftermath of a nuclear war,’ Rose wrote in his opening entry.

	‘The game has a lot to recommend it. It deals with heroism, sacrifice, and the sort of complex moral choices we have to deal with in real life, even if we are not yet living in a post-apocalyptic wasteland. Although the setting speaks of an exchange of nuclear weapons being the proximate cause for this apocalypse, the world abounds with signs of God’s hand in all this, which makes this fictional world ring so true to our own. The part that struck me the most though was when I was captured by the Super-mutants. I was subjected to a torture and questioning session by one of their leaders, who extolled the virtues of the new world they intended to create by exposing everyone to a mutating chemical goo they had engineered. Naturally, I resisted. My interrogator, a super-mutant scientist, wanted to dip me in a vat of this goo and turn me into some kind of abomination, but all the while he spoke of how much better off the world would be once everyone was transformed in this way, of the glorious ‘Unity’ being created by his ‘Master.’

	‘Does this sound familiar? The monster, with his false promises of Earthly rewards, spoke in the same terms as real life scientists, who will go on about the wonders they will create in this world even as they drive out God and faith. I was struck by how the game designers intuited the inherent evil in this world view, an evil this super-mutant scientist, like so many real-life atheist scientists, are so ignorant of. The substitution of faith in God with a faith in materialism, moral relativism, and the belief that all advances accomplished by science are good, even as they turn us into monsters, is a cornerstone of modern secularism and the root of the decay of our country and our culture. Although unstated, it is obvious that this super-mutant army, the bad guys in the game, represent this atheistic perspective that is the root of so many problems in the world today, from abortion and rampant divorce to war and famine to disease and homosexuality.’

	Adam scrolled down. He found the post continued on for several more pages. He got up to go over to his little stash of snacks, grabbed something, then settled in to continue reading.

	 

	A week beyond his thirtieth birthday, and his looks youthful for that, Adam was out of place among the council of Ents. These tree-like men around him were middle-aged: established, wizened, rooted. They met at Denny’s for breakfast, before Adam cared to be out of bed.

	“The problem,” Carl Hardy, a man with a less than hardy stature, said, “is that Texas tea just means oil.”

	“Why is that a problem?” Anthony Duncan, nominally in charge, asked.

	“Well it creates confusion, doesn’t it? Texas Tea Party? Sounds like we support big oil.”

	“Do we not?” Allen Rose asked. His age, a few years older than Adam, would have put them in the same generation, but his old face and historical facing attitude fit him in more with the rest of this group.

	“It’s not that,” Carl said. “It’s just not such a key thing that we want it in the name.”

	“I have no issues with that name,” another one of the Ents said.

	“Isn’t there already a Texas Tea Party?” someone else asked. “I thought I heard about another group taking that name already.”

	“Is there?” Anthony said. He looked about expecting an answer, but nobody replied. “Shoot. Well, maybe we should come up with something else.”

	“How about Lone Star Tea Party?” Carl asked.

	“Seems kinda long, doesn’t it.”

	“I think somebody else took that one as well,” Rose said. “I think we should be the Texas Libertarian Party.”

	“Is that an appropriate name?” another man, gross and overweight, leaned forward to ask.

	“It fits with our platform.”

	“Have we adopted a platform already?”

	“Are you saying this is not a libertarian organization?” Rose adjusted his glasses as he stared.

	“No, I ain’t saying that at all. Just, have we adopted a platform?”

	“Maybe that’s something we should do,” Adam said. His voice had the power to project over all these men, and he used it now. “We’ve been arguing about the name for half an hour. Shouldn’t we be developing a platform and talking about recruiting candidates to run and fund-raising and all that?”

	“Well, the name is pretty important,” Anthony said.

	“More important than winning an election?”

	“Well we can’t get on the ballot if we don’t know what name to use.”

	Adam drew a deep sigh and finished his breakfast. The others sputtered on, talked about the name, complained about Obama and the stimulus and taxes, listened to Rose outline the benefits of a value added tax system. They had the party platform right there, floating in the air, if anybody could be bothered to set it down and codify it. Adam thought about doing that himself, but could not summon the energy.

	An Ent debate, however long, still ought to culminate in a march to tear down a dark tower. These men had no idea where the tower was or what they might do if they ever got there. With a slow unfolding realization, Adam came to the conclusion that they were arguing about trivialities because they had no clue how to proceed.

	Thus ended his second gathering with the governing committee, and so far only members, of the Texas Tea Party, now the Texas Libertarian Tea Party, at least until next week’s meeting, whose scheduling had consumed the last twenty minutes of this one. Walking out of Denny’s it was likely Adam would not return at all to this shambling farce.

	“Um, excuse me.” One of the committee was rushing up behind him in the parking lot. “Excuse me, young man. I’ve forgotten your name.”

	“Adam. Adam Hanson.”

	“Adam. I apologize. David Atkinson.”

	Adam spoke his name in syncopation as they shook hands. “Yeah, I remember.”

	“Oh. Oh, very good. Look, could we perhaps meet somewhere to talk, without the whole debating society around?”

	“Yeah, sure. I’m free anytime.”

	“I have a class to get to now, but would you like to do lunch today?”

	“Why not?”

	They ended up in downtown Austin, at a café with windows that looked out onto a busy street not far from the university. With nowhere in particular to go, Adam got there first. He waited and watched cars drive past, finished off a coke, ordered another. At last his compatriot arrived, eyes bloodshot.

	“I’m sorry,” Atkinson said. “I was detained in office hours. That so rarely happens I almost forget about them.”

	Adam took a moment to examine him. His goatee and jagged face fit in with the other committee members, even if he was much younger. Instead of solemn and sturdy, the front their council projected that morning, he looked beleaguered. His shirt was untucked, his comb-over had collapsed. He took a deep breath and a long drink of water as he sat down.

	“I gather you are a teacher,” Adam said.

	“I am a professor of economics, yes.”

	“You teach over at the, uh, the University of Texas?”

	In reply the professor held up one hand in a fist, but with the pinky and index finger raised. “Hook ‘em,” he said.

	“Isn’t that the sign of the devil?”

	“It can be. I like it because it can also be a call for anarchy.”

	“Oh really?” Adam leaned forward. “How did you end up involved with the Texas Tea, whatever we’re calling that party now?”

	The professor laughed. “Anthony is an old friend of mine. I should ask you, how did you get involved with this odd collection?”

	“I met Anthony at a tax day rally. He gave me his card.”

	“He gives his card to everybody. Mighty obliging of you to show up.”

	“Well I don’t think I’m going to be showing up next week.”

	“Oh?” Atkinson paused mid-drink. “It’s a shame to hear that. Might I ask why?”

	“I wasn’t really interested in joining a debating society.”

	“Ah, ha, ha.” The professor had a deep-seated laugh that seemed to unsettle his entire body. “I don’t much care for listening to the deacons hold forth on what ails the country either.”

	“So why do you keep going?”

	“The problem, you see,” he said, then paused, collecting his thoughts, his face flush as synapses fired at high intensity. “The problem is that none of them, none of us, we don’t have any experience in politics. All the deacons are businessmen or self-employed contractors. They’re independent operators. They know what they hate; they know what they want to change.”

	“I don’t really know much about politics either,” Adam said, “from a practical side anyway.”

	“Nor do I, even though I worked in Washington.”

	“Really?”

	“I’ve been an economic advisor to various congressmen and state reps here in town, so I’ve been around political staffs and campaigns. But even still I have only the vaguest notion of functional politics. That’s light-years ahead of the deacons though. They harbor an antipathy toward such knowledge. Not only do they not know politics but they will reject, out of hand, anybody with such knowledge. They imagine government works the same as their companies, only with extra bureaucracy. Believe me, I’ve tried to get them in touch with people who might be helpful.”

	Adam sighed again. “You’re not making them sound any more appealing.”

	“Ah, ha, yes. I don’t intend to speak so disparagingly. They’re good men. They have good intentions. They naturally have other advantages in their favor as well. Money, for example. Not rich, per se, but well-off, well-to-do. Fiscally capable of providing donations to a worthy effort. We also, as a party, have intellect. I like to think that is where I come in.”

	“Allen seems quite intelligent. I’ve been reading his blog.”

	“Oh. Yes. Well. He is quite prolific. We have some disagreements but,” Atkinson waved it off.

	“Like what?”

	“Well, if you’re really interested, perhaps you should audit one of my classes.”

	“I’m not enrolled in the university.”

	“No, but I won’t tell anybody. Better yet, perhaps you should attend one of the weekly discussions I hold with my graduate students.”

	“I’m not an economist either,” Adam maintained a flat, disinterested tone.

	“We talk more philosophy than economics. Believe it or not I also teach political science.”

	“I don’t know why I wouldn’t believe it.”

	“I’d have a PhD by now if I could stick to a single discipline, but there is just so much out there. Instead I have three master degrees, which I think beats one PhD. Anyway, we’ve been discussing, my graduate students, I call them my graduate students of course but they are not in truth mine, but, neither here nor there, we have been discussing what it would take to start a successful third party.”

	Adam took a sip of his third coke. “What did you come up with?”

	“Money. Of course, money. But more than that, ideas. An intellectual foundation. And third, of course, charisma. A driving, motivating force.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Adam.” The professor stared, his bloodshot eyes at last gathering the strength to meet Adam’s intense gaze. “May I call you Adam?”

	“Sure.”

	“Adam, you may have it in you to change the world.”

	 

	I have heard it said about the military that one is either moving up or moving out. Such was Adam’s problem. He liked where he was, still working with dogs, handling some of the bomb sniffers and security dogs. He had no drive to attain higher rank and move into middle management.

	Both Adam and Fox had taken on the appearance and characteristics of stray dogs, disheveled and casting about for someone to follow. Years later all of this would make for another attack ad against him. The thrust was the claim that he was not a good soldier, that he was a disgrace to the uniform, that the army pushed him out because they did not want him. It was the kind of attack Dr. Graham loved, because his ripostes were so devastating.

	Between men like Fred Alderman and Lieutenant Engel, who testified that Adam saved their lives, and pictures of Adam himself, walking next to Alex Hansen with a broken leg, sitting in a hospital bed with bandages around his eyes and a three-legged dog on his lap, and the biting sarcasm the doctor liked to employ in ads, anybody who criticized Adam’s service could be made to look like an uncharitable fool. ‘The wounded aren’t real soldiers?’ ‘Governor Melbourne has never served in the armed forces; no wonder he doesn’t know what real sacrifice looks like.’ ‘Liberals think this is a disgrace.’

	Still, at the time Adam was not moving up in the army. They did not kick him out, they just made no offer to reenlist, no early reenlistment bonus, no bonus for extra years. Instead Adam was given a quiet honorable discharge and a wish of luck.

	He continued to live in the garage loft of the crazy house and to attend the little church just off base, with its mid-week support group and regular service and volunteer activities to attend throughout the week. Adam had plenty of time now, and as far as anyone could tell nothing had changed beyond his official employment status.

	Adam did find himself going out more, perhaps because of the discomfort of his little loft room with no air conditioning. He made the hour drive to Austin at least twice a week, once to meet with the party deacons, and once to go to a small hipster café just off campus where Professor Atkinson held court on Thursday nights.

	“Why should I believe,” Adam asked the professor, “that people are ends unto themselves? That seems to me to be the height of narcissism.”

	“Oh? Explain that.”

	“It assumes that people are, or rather, that there is nothing more to life than being a raw nerve. That seeking pleasure and avoiding pain are the only real motivations in human existence.”

	“Are they not?”

	“Clearly not.”

	“What would be another motivation then?”

	“Ideals,” Adam said. “Something bigger than yourself.”

	“Aren’t those things people pursue because it makes them feel good about themselves?”

	“Oh, you’re gonna play that bullshit card.”

	The professor just raised his eyebrows.

	“Why do you say that Adam?” This question was asked by an economics student with amber blonde hair named Jenny. She had been staring at him all evening as he spoke.

	“Because it’s bullshit. It detracts from genuinely selfless acts by pretending they’re not selfless. Oh, Mother Teresa helped the poor, but it was only because it made her feel good about herself, so . . . what? Therefore she’s not a saint? It’s bullshit. It’s an excuse for people who never did anything to help anybody to not feel like the sacks of shit they are.”

	“That is quite the way to put it,” the professor said through an unrestrained smile.

	“You disagree?” Adam asked.

	“I’m not agreeing or disagreeing, but you realize all of libertarian thought is founded on the Kantian principle of people as ends unto themselves.”

	“I don’t see how that has to be the case.”

	“If people are a means does that not grant the state authority to limit freedoms in the name of whatever ends they are a means toward?”

	“Okay, first off, I reject your concept that people must be either an ends or a means. Second, the state is always going to limit freedom unless you’re proposing anarchy. And third, do you guys always just discuss esoteric theory at these things?”

	“Usually we don’t talk about it at all,” Jenny said. “I kinda like the theory discussion.”

	“This all started last year when we were volunteering for the Ron Paul campaign,” another student, one of two present named Mike, said. “Sort of how this got started.”

	“I thought you started these little meetings,” Adam said to the professor.

	“I don’t think I made that claim. I got involved because they asked me to be the faculty advisor for the student Libertarian society. It was Thor that set this up.”

	“Thor?”

	“His name is Thorin,” Jenny said. “We call him Thor.”

	“Thor, and all these folks, let’s be fair,” the professor said, “these are the people we need, Adam. They’re the ones that know about practical politics. I recruited Mike to set up the party website that I think you saw.”

	“Do I get to meet this Thor?” Adam asked.

	“He couldn’t make it tonight. He’s usually here.”

	“So what is your story, Adam?” Jenny asked. “What brings you here?”

	“I, uh, I decided I wanted to get involved in politics after I was almost killed in Iraq.”

	“Oh.” Nobody had expected quite this answer. It was a strange combination of pity and respect that emanated from the students surrounding Adam.

	“I just got out of the hospital late last year. Didn’t really know how to go about it. Sort of been bouncing around and I ended up here.”

	“Are you thinking about running for office?” Jenny asked.

	“That was my intent. Long term anyway.”

	“I think Adam would make a very effective spokesman,” the professor said.

	“Would you run as a libertarian?”

	“Maybe. Definitely not as one of the two big parties, that’s for sure.” Adam looked around at the almost dozen students staring at him. It was at this point he would normally strike an opening cord, let it reverberate and fade for a moment. His hands felt empty. “I don’t know if the Libertarian party would be quite right for me.”

	“Why not?” Jenny asked.

	“Well,” he turned to the professor, “there’s all this about people being ends not means.”

	Atkinson smiled. “Adam, have you ever heard of the Experience Machine? It’s a thought experiment. Suppose there was a machine, however it works, some Matrix virtual reality thing you could plug into that would provide limitless pleasure. The question is, would you plug yourself into this machine?”

	Adam did not answer at first. “Is the question: would I do so personally?”

	“Would anybody?”

	“Of course they would.”

	“You think so? Keep in mind this machine isolates you from the real world. You’re kept in the Matrix, in a virtual world where what you experience is not real.”

	“I would not plug myself into the Matrix, professor, because like I said life is about more than being a raw nerve.”

	Atkinson smiled. “Robert Nozik, in Anarchy, State, Utopia, which if you haven’t read I highly recommend, comes to the same conclusion. Regardless of how pleasurable, people don’t want to go through life plugged into the Matrix.”

	“So what you’re saying, what he’s saying, is that people are not just an end unto themselves.”

	“Well, not quite . . .”

	“But that is the conclusion,” Adam said. “If people are the ends then just put everybody in the Matrix and let them all live out some blissful, pointless existence. To say people should not spend their lives like that is to say there is value to life beyond ourselves. Whatever that value is people are the means toward it. That’s why I’m hesitant about pure libertarianism.”

	From there the evening meandered through several more discursives. The energy these kids, graduates and undergraduates, had was matched by Adam’s own. Their conversation was snappier, more engaging than the deacons, yet at the same time none of them were satisfied with just talking. Like Adam, they wanted to get out and do something, if any of them could figure out what.

	So in the heat and humidity of that August, the professor, Adam, and a bunch of fresh-faced college libertarians wound up part of a protest outside a high school where the local congressman was to hold a ‘town hall’ event. They unfurled a series of signs, decrying the national debt in terms of each person’s individual share, calling to ‘throw the bums out,’ equating their representative to Nancy Pelosi, with no explanation needed as to why that was damning.

	There was already a large crowd when they arrived, concentrated around the entrance, but it was unclear if anything was happening. Adam ventured forward to find out, but before he could find somebody to ask, a series of cars pulled up at the nearby curb. The crowd around him surged forward. From out of a car the congressman emerged, accompanied by a phalanx of aides and local cops forming up in front of him. The crowd continued to press forward as the entourage formed a cordon to get to the front door. Adam found himself pressed among bodies.

	The congressman made it through the doors. As they were closed the crowd continued to press forward. A policeman shouted about the place already being full. A chant of ‘hear our voice’ started somewhere and then blazed across the entire crowd. Somebody shoved somebody up front. A fist got thrown.

	Adam could not get a good look at what was happening, nor did he care. He was pushing in the opposite direction of the crowd, and as the fight broke out people shifted in such a way as to give him a brief opening. He shot through it, emerging into the outskirts, reestablishing his own personal space.

	“Adam, are you alright?” Jenny rushed up beside him.

	“I’m fine.” He started to adjust his shirt, which was rumpled, no longer rigidly tucked in. Then with a sigh he pulled the shirt up, letting it hang untucked.

	The brawl was brief and inconclusive. Out here they could still not tell what was happening, except to see that the front doors were now open, which only revealed the thick crowd inside the building as well, spilling out from the school gymnasium. Through the open doorways they could hear a chant of ‘read the bill, read the bill’ start up, only to be replaced seconds later by ‘hear our voice’ again.

	A few of the college kids had gone forward, pressing in with the crowd outside.

	“Think we should try to get inside?” Atkinson asked.

	For a long moment Adam just stared, straight forward, with a blank look. Next to him the professor held up a cell phone on which he was recording the scene.

	“There are going to be more of these right?” Adam asked.

	The professor shook his head. “I don’t know after this.”

	“I mean, in general. With other congressmen or whatever.”

	“Oh sure, yeah.”

	Adam looked back at the jammed crowd for another moment. “Have you ever seen the movie ‘Catch Me If You Can?”

	Whenever he spoke about this little adventure, and it was a favorite story of Adam’s, related to legislators and donors and heads-of-state, at conference halls and over intimate dinners and in the Oval Office, he always insisted that his plan would have worked. It was a simple plan. A week later, in the next congressional district over, for another town hall meeting at a local high school, Adam showed up wearing a nice new suit. When the congressman arrived and pushed through the gauntlet of people, he intended to be near the front and to slip right in with the entourage, pretending to be a low-level aide. His youthful but harried looks fit the part. He would get inside and then, like those inside had done at the previous meeting, he would stand up at a key moment and start asking disruptive questions.

	The plan was never implemented because there was no overflow crowd at this second town hall. Their little party just made their way right in and found seats. Of course, Adam was still wearing a suit. It was one of those little vagaries of history that might have had a profound impact on what followed.

	Despite the town hall title of this meeting, the congressman was only taking questions submitted on little cards, filled out by attendees and filtered by a thick sieve of surrounding aides. This format lasted less than ten minutes before a man near the front stood, wheeling an elderly woman forward in a wheelchair. He demanded to ask a question. His words were ‘I want to ask you a question!’ repeated about a dozen times as the congressman tried to get in a comment and aides hesitated. “This is my mother!” the man said. “Why are you threatening her with death panels?! Why are you taking away her Medicare?!”

	“I’m not . . . I’m not . . .” the congressman fumbled as the man continued to shout.

	At length a policemen walked the man out while another cop wheeled out his mother in the wheelchair. There was an awkward moment while the congressman whispered something to one of his aides and the audience was left staring and stirring.

	Adam pondered when to make his own move. The rest of his group had shouted encouragement to the first interrupter, but Adam knew that otherwise all they would do is stew in their own indignation. He cursed himself for not having a better supporting cast.

	At several points people shouted out quick comments like ‘liar’ or ‘socialism’ or ‘that’s another government handout.’ Adam fed off of it, felt his blood quicken. He abandoned any notion of waiting for a good moment and shot to his feet.

	“Why are you taking healthcare from our veterans?”

	His voice was powerful enough to cut through the congressman, who looked up in confusion. “Sir,” Adam said, “I am a veteran of Operation Iraqi Freedom. I was almost killed in the Battle of Fallujah when a building collapsed on me. Why are you trying to take away my healthcare?”

	Somebody behind him said ‘you tell ‘em’ at a volume just audible to Adam. It was such a small comment and yet it emboldened him further.

	“I’m not taking direct question . . .” the congressmen started to say.

	“Last year I was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder because of what happened to me in Iraq. But that’s wrong, there’s no ‘post’ about it! Your healthcare overhaul is one big traumatic stress. Look at all these people. Your socialist takeover of their healthcare is the biggest threat to Americans health there is. By the time you’re done we’ll all be suffering from PTSD.”

	At about that time, a policemen arrived next to Adam. Adam did not resist as the cop led him out, but he did not let that interrupt him either. “You’ll come to regret this, sir. Dead Iraqis haunt my dreams, but think of all the dead Americans that will haunt yours!”

	A burst of applause followed Adam out the door, and at this last line Atkinson got to his feet. He signaled others to do the same, and by the time Adam exited the gymnasium the whole crowd was giving him his first ever standing ovation.

	 

	At the little hipster café Adam found the professor and his crew huddled around a laptop.

	“Adam, Adam.” One of the Mikes called across the room, waving Adam over from where he stood in line. “You have to see this! You’ve been auto-tuned man.”

	“What now?”

	On the laptop they had pulled up a YouTube video. Somebody had recorded the speech Adam gave at the town hall and then they, or somebody, had subjected it to a re-edit. Individual lines were repeated with a slight distortion in his voice and some synthesized music in the background that made it sound like he was singing. ‘No post about it. No post about it. Dead Americans . . . will haunt your . . . dreams. No post about it.’

	It lasted less than a minute, but the tune was catchy. They had all seen it and as it played they watched Adam’s reaction. He stared with that blank look he often wore until it was over. Then his eyes flared and a wry smirk grew across his face. “I didn’t think I could sing that well.”

	“It’s auto-tune,” Jenny said.

	“I know what it is. Where did this come from?”

	“Somebody just put it together. It’s got a bunch of hits.”

	“It’s got people searching for you online,” Mike said. “There’s been increased traffic at the party website since this was posted.”

	“We’re gonna want to capitalize on this,” Professor Atkinson said.

	“What did you have in mind?”

	“I’m thinking there’s the whole 9/12 project, Taxpayer March coming up. We should get a group together and go out there, network with other groups.”

	There was general excitement at this proposal, but the professor reacted to the dour look he got from Adam. “You don’t like the idea?”

	“Why aren’t we holding our own rally? Launching our own candidates and such?”

	“Can’t we do both? There’ll be some good opportunities at this rally to recruit people, start pulling things together.”

	Adam scowled some more, but then nodded his head. “Okay. So what, specifically, do we need to do next?”

	They spent much of the evening discussing options without coming to much of a conclusion. In singles and small clumps the members of the little group dropped off. The professor himself took his leave after acquiring a giant latte that seemed disproportionate to the time of night. Adam himself headed for the door a few minutes later.

	“Hey, Adam.” He turned around to see Jenny and one of the Mikes standing near the counter. “We were gonna go out drinking tonight. Wanna join us?”

	“On a Thursday?”

	“I don’t have class tomorrow until ten,” Mike said.

	“Oh. Well, I don’t drink.”

	“Like, at all?”

	“I did once, got smashed. Never had any since.”

	“You can drink without getting smashed.”

	“I imagine that defeats the purpose.”

	“No. You can drink just to get buzzed.”

	“Either way I would just as soon not.”

	“You could still come along,” Jenny said. “Be our DD or something.”

	Adam paused in the doorway. “Well, alright then.”

	The first place they ended up had, as its most prominent and only notable feature, loud music. It made Adam wonder if alcohol impaired hearing in some way. Who could possibly enjoy music so loud it reverberated through his thoughts? The answer, it seemed, was nobody, as there was nobody here dancing, just a few small groups drinking at the small tables.

	“This place is dead,” his compatriots observed.

	The next place at least had a crowd, dancing across a thick, darkened floor. The music was still rock concert loud, but that was an improvement over jet engine loud. He paid a cover charge to get in, which seemed a travesty, but by this point in the night he was stuck, having committed to driving these two home. Once inside both of them downed their drinks and disappeared into the darkness.

	Adam remained at the table they had claimed, alongside Jenny’s purse, nursing a soda. He watched the colored lights play off the walls, emitted by some device the DJ had that would have been an alien computer if this were a cheesy science fiction movie. The pounding music, the darkness, the flashing lights, made Adam feel like he was about to step into another dimension, like his life might make a smash cut to someplace that was in all ways the opposite of where he was now.

	Was this the world he was going to change? Adam thought of these people, college students out partying, as college students had done for years. He thought of this place, the club and the university and the city, the student body dancing and getting drunk, playing video games in dorms, partying, while he sweated and bled in a desert half a world away. Did these people owe him something? Even if they did, was there anything he wanted?

	From out of the crowd, Jenny emerged, performing a little spin as she approached the table, her long hair whipping about, her balance teetering but remaining intact. “Come on.” She grabbed Adam’s arm and gave a tug.

	“What?” He had to shout above the music.

	“You’re coming dancing with me.”

	“What about . . .” he gestured toward her purse on the seat next to him.

	“What?”

	“Nevermind.”

	Already she had yanked him from his seat and was pulling him onto the dance floor. “You can’t stop me. I know kung fu.”

	“Where did you learn kung fu?”

	“What?”

	“You know kung fu?”

	“Yeah. I took lessons.”

	He gave up on conversation. Instead they were dancing. Adam was in no way as graceful as her, but she did not seem to care. Nobody out here did, or if they did it was impossible to tell. A sudden urge gripped him to have a guitar in his hands. Would everyone here be dancing like this if he were playing? Another urge gripped him, this one stranger, to smash everything: this club, this music, these people, this reality.

	At that moment, in some darkened club, surrounded by the heat and sweat of a dancing throng, a pretty, drunk girl grinding up next to him, Adam never felt so isolated from all humanity. Nobody here got it. Nobody who had ever experienced real hardship sought out this kind of jaded, decadent excess. These people were all plugged into the experience machine, and had no desire to leave.

	Adam realized he had stopped dancing. He was staring ahead into space. Jenny noticed and turned to him, but he stared right through her. Then he turned, walked to the bar, asked for water. Back at the little table he took a long drink and poured the rest of the water bottle out over the top of his head.

	“Adam?” Jenny sat down next to him. “Are you alright?”

	“I’m okay. Just, really hot out there. Kinda . . . I don’t know. Got kind of dizzy. Do you know what time it is?”

	She looked at her watch, squinted, held it up and turned to catch enough light to read. “Just after midnight.”

	Adam blew out a long breath. “You’re not ready to quit yet, are you?”

	“Whatever you guys want. I’m off tomorrow.”

	In the end he drank another water then returned with her to the dance floor. They got a text from Mike saying not to worry about him.

	Adam drove Jenny to her apartment just off campus. “Do you, uh,” she asked, “do you want to come in?”

	“You’re very drunk,” Adam said.

	“I’m not that drunk.”

	“You’re drunk enough.”

	She looked at him with wide eyes and hair drooping around her face, but had to turn away when his own stare met hers.

	It was almost dawn by the time he arrived back at the crazy house. It did not matter, Adam would not have slept that night anyway. His mind was racing. He paced in his little room, his thoughts as chaotic and jumbled and frenetic as the night club. Opposite his bed, he flopped down into the office chair in front of his card table desk.

	At that moment the past few months hit him with a rush, like it was all a dream he had just recalled. His insomnia since getting out of the hospital he had blamed on all sorts of things, on the lingering pain in his eyes, on Fox whimpering or noisy neighbors, on his roommates, on anxiety over unemployment, on the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling above his bed.

	Now, with no excuses left, he had to deal with the source of his turmoil. Prior to regaining his sight he had experienced a vision. He did not know what it meant, what he was supposed to do, but it meant something. Adam realized then what he had known for so long, that he was consumed by anxiety knowing he was supposed to do something, but having no idea what that something was or where to begin. For a moment he longed for a quest marker, an ‘X’ or an exclamation point on the map of his life directing him to his ultimate goal or next waypoint.

	Adam got up and went to his dresser where he had a stash of snacks for nights like these. He grabbed a sleeve of saltine crackers and returned to his seat.

	Sitting there, street lights coming through the windows, munching crackers, Adam looked down at his bed. From this angle he caught sight of something in the wall. Moving closer he realized that, in the wall by his bedpost, hidden from most angles in the room, was a perfect little mouse hole. It looked like something right out of a cartoon.

	His roommates had engaged in multiple campaigns to exterminate the local rodents. They would want to know about this. Now though Adam grabbed out a cracker, smashed it up into crumbs, then crept across to the bed. He piled the cracker crumbs right in front of the mouse hole, then retreated to his seat.

	Fox stirred but remained in bed, still asleep. In total quiet Adam watched as, from the perfect mouse hole, there emerged a black-furred rodent. It was long, a rat he suspected rather than a mouse. He watched it hesitate at the threshold, scurry out, munch on some crumbs, then scurry back with a lightning jolt. The process repeated a few times, the rat jumping back for his hole before anything threatening even had a chance to happen.

	As someone who had lived on the streets and eaten from soup kitchens, Adam could imagine the hunger, and corresponding joy at finding such food, that the little rodent was experiencing. He smiled each time it scuttled back out for a few more bites. He decided not to mention any of this to his roommates.

	 

	



	

Chapter 11

	 

	THROUGH THE EYE OF A NEEDLE

	 

	I did not realize at the time that the road to ruin started in Texas. We were in Arlington, at the house of Holly’s calm older brother. It had been years since Christmas was hosted by the family patriarch. Although it was never mentioned, I could tell that my mother- and father-in-law were embarrassed by the foreclosure. The expansive ranch home where they had raised half a dozen children had been clung to long after the oil spike, but in the end the retired couple was forced to move in with their eldest.

	On Christmas Sunday, I sat in the cramped front room with my father-in-law watching football. Or rather, he tried to watch football while Holly’s younger brothers, the twins I could never keep straight, and their wives all tried to prepare dinner and wrangle my nieces and nephews running around with their new toys. Setting up for dinner entailed moving furniture out of this front room and setting up long, folding tables.

	The house was way too small for the number of people living in it, little less the extended family visiting. Holly and I were sleeping on an air mattress set up each night in the kitchen.

	“There’s a place just around the corner,” I said when I first arrived. “We would be within walking distance.”

	“That place only takes GM Script,” Ben said. “You have to have a script account.”

	“A what now?”

	He gave me an incredulous look. “Script. We’re in the GM Industrial Center here. It’s a special economic zone. All the businesses around here only take corporate credit.”

	“Is there no place to exchange currency?”

	An even more incredulous look. “Are you kidding? They’d never let you do that.”

	“I know they won’t let you change corporate credit for regular cash, but they won’t even let you go the other way?”

	“Huh. I don’t know, maybe you can, but I wouldn’t know where to do that.”

	So we ended up jostling for space with the rest of the Parker clan. Ben and Mattie, and their three kids, lived in what was called a townhouse. It was obvious from out front the place was formed from a converted strip mall, with glass storefronts turned into walls with cheap wood paneling and upper stories tacked on like a series of ill-conceived treehouses. They could afford such a place because Ben was a manager at the local General Motors plant, which had undergone massive expansion after Trickle Down and VATS and the United Democracies tariffs.

	With the people setting up dinner blocking my line of sight, I gave up watching the Dallas Cowboys get routed and switched to reading news on my mobile. The game was still going on when we at last settled in for dinner. The food was plain but the conversation was a raucous affair as always, with my father-in-law at one end of the table still watching the game over his shoulder or discussing his fantasy football standings with me when he was not; my mother-in-law at the opposite end talking about the grandkids; the rest of the adults talking about work; and everyone talking past each other.

	“I don’t suppose,” Holly’s mother said to her, “next year will be bringing me a seventh grandchild by any chance.”

	The look Holly shot across at me was one of quiet desperation. “We’re still trying,” I said.

	“The chances aren’t very good,” Holly added.

	“Yes, well, when we stray from God’s path we can’t always expect total forgiveness.”

	This was not the first time, even on this trip, she had steered the conversation down this path. My wife’s ‘time in California’ was a constant reference from her parents.

	Although I found their passive-aggressive banter amusing at times, especially when directed at each other, it always grated on me when Wes and Lois took the same tact with their kids. I was relieved when they announced right after dinner that they were turning in early and headed upstairs. The clan heads had the master bedroom, relegating Ben and Mattie to a second bedroom that almost did not fit their queen size bed. All the kids, in turn, were crammed into the remaining single room upstairs, leaving the rest of us whatever space was left downstairs.

	It reminded me of camping, sleeping on an old, thin, leaky air-mattress on a rough surface, in this case a linoleum floor, in a confined space.

	“So, um,” Holly whispered to me after flipping out the lights and lying down, “I was thinking, since you didn’t get here until Saturday, maybe we could stay through the new year.”

	I rolled part way over to look at her and sort of gesture at the room. “You want to stay here?”

	“Mattie says their neighbors next door are out of town and she’s watching the place. We could sleep on their couch.”

	“That feels a little weird. Can’t we just get a hotel already?”

	“I looked into the place down the street, it looks kind of frightening.”

	“So we find a good hotel,” I said.

	“There’s nothing else within walking distance.”

	“So we take cabs, or rent a car.”

	“No, Sam, I . . .”

	“What?”

	“I don’t want to rub it in Ben and Mattie’s face.”

	“What?” Now I was confused.

	“They,” she sighed, “they want to be good hosts. I don’t want to offend them.”

	“They would be offended if we got a hotel?”

	“Yes, and if we spent all that money on hotels and cars instead of staying with them.”

	“It’s not that much money.”

	“It is to them. Sam . . .”

	I twisted a little further to look at her face in the dim light. “Okay.”

	The next day was brisk but clear and sunny. While Wes and Lois stayed home, the rest of us, six kids, eight adults, took a walk over to the ‘park’ located next to the ‘town center.’ The park was an overgrown field with some rusted or cracked jungle-gym and swing sets the kids clambered around upon. While Holly listened to her sisters-in-law chat about their kids, I discovered I had a better mobile signal out here.

	“Late breaking news out of Iraqi Kurdistan this morning where local authorities are reporting further incursions by government forces into the cities of Mosul and Kirkuk. Kurdish president Khalid Husni issued a statement this morning condemning the action as a provocation and a violation of Kurdish federal sovereignty. Unconfirmed reports out of Kirkuk say that government forces are going house to house in some neighborhoods, arresting all adult males. There are also reports of canisters of a white gas being dropped by planes on both cities. Newly elected Iraqi Prime Minister Atallah ibn Badr denied these reports, saying that federal troops are in Kurdistan hunting for the terrorists responsible for the series of car bombings in downtown Baghdad last month. The government blames those bombings, which disrupted polling stations in the recent election, on Kurdish separatists.”

	The blonde woman delivering this news never stopped smiling, which made it sort of eerie. “Wow,” I said. “Another Middle East war erupting.”

	I switched over to read a different article but then realized I was receiving a withering stare from my wife. I looked up at her.

	“I hope this doesn’t mean we’ll be cutting our vacation short.”

	“Well, you don’t have to.”

	“Sam!”

	“I might get called. The president might want me there.”

	“Why? What could you do?”

	“I don’t know, he just might want me, he might want all his main advisors. I don’t know, he’s the president, that’s how he likes to operate.”

	“Sam.”

	“I haven’t heard anything yet. Maybe I won’t get called, they won’t need me.”

	She just kept staring at me. I put my mobile back in my pocket.

	“Could you just turn that thing off?”

	“I’m not turning it off. Maybe they won’t call.”

	After hanging out at the park much of the afternoon I got to experience the local town center. This special economic zone had, near the engine factory that was its heart, a Walmart and a series of smaller shops that served as the local gathering place. Like most of the parking lots in the area, this one was half taken up with trailer homes brought in to create cheap housing.

	We wandered through Walmart for a while, dropping the kids off at the little play area in the front at first, then taking them back and letting the older ones play with the virtual reality game system demo they had set up in the electronics section.

	I kept checking my mobile for news updates but found little more than some footage of tank columns and smoke rising from desert horizons. Holly scowled each time she caught me looking, but said nothing.

	On the way home we walked passed the theater next to the Walmart, a run-down place that played movies released the previous summer. The top billing on their big marque went to the latest in the recent trend of movies that involved a fight against some Lovecraftian horror. Right below that was a movie called ‘The Thunder of God.’

	“Really?” I blurted out when I read the sign.

	“Have you seen it?” Mattie asked me. “We’ve been three times.”

	“Oh yeah? Er, yeah, I’ve seen it, there was a special White House screening. I just didn’t realize it was going to be in theaters. I thought it was just an online release thing.”

	“I’ve never heard of it,” Holly said.

	“You haven’t?” Mattie turned to her. “It’s about the president.”

	“Well,” I said. “It is and it isn’t. It’s about the revelation and the second coming.”

	“Like The Left Behind series?” my wife asked.

	“More or less, except with a lot more monsters and wizards. The main hero, the, uh, well, the titular thunder of God, i.e. Jesus, is very obviously Adam. Or based off him. Except unlike Adam or Jesus he throws around a lot of fireballs and lightning bolts. Obviously they took some liberties with the material from Revelations.”

	“You should watch it, Holly,” Mattie said. “I liked it better than the new Passion of the Christ.”

	“Did Adam like it?” Holly asked me.

	“He said he thought it was a little over the top. I would have said way over the top myself. Still, he’s watched it at least four times himself, so yeah, I think he liked it.”

	 

	I managed another day in Texas before getting a call from Manny and ending up on a flight out Wednesday morning. Although my wife responded with nothing but icy stares, I was quite glad of the excuse to head back home.

	In the White House situation room I found myself sitting in the back of a meeting, watching a video conference with Secretary Ruben ahead of a United Democracies meeting in Buenos Aires.

	“We have five and maybe a sixth vote on the council for recognizing an independent Kurdistan,” Ruben said.

	“There are eleven members on the United Democracies council,” Adam said, his chin resting on one first, his voice dispassionate. “The difference between five and six votes is rather significant.”

	“I know, and that’s being worked, but you have to give me time.”

	“What about the Security Council?”

	“All three members would back a resolution for military action if Iraq refuses to withdraw.”

	“Pass that then.”

	“Well, okay, hold on Mr. President,” Ruben said. “We can always get the military resolution. Let’s take the time, work the full council, work public opinion. It’ll look better if we have backing for an independent Kurdish nation before we intervene militarily.”

	“A failed vote is worse than no vote. Propose the resolution in the Security Council. I’ll worry about public opinion.”

	“I really think we ought to pursue the full diplomatic option. There is a consensus building here for three way negotiations, with the European Union president acting as an arbiter between the United Democracies and the Iraqi and Iranian governments. I believe I can get us a unanimous resolution supporting . . .”

	“Mr. Secretary, you seem to be under the impression there are any negotiations to be had. What I want is an ultimatum. This is where these fucking goblinoid dictators do what I tell them, or I pulverize their shithole little countries. Pass the resolution, put the military option on the table, then pursue whatever diplomatic niceties you like. But I don’t want any equivocation about it. The only, the ONLY, acceptable solution is Iraqi withdrawal and an independent Kurdistan.”

	“That’s the thing, Mr. President, an independent Kurdistan is going to be a non-starter in the negotiations . . .”

	“Ultimatum, Mr. Secretary. They oblige or they die. We are not backing down from this.”

	 

	Breakfast each morning had become an interminable affair. I still tried to make something, but then we sat at our little breakfast nook table in silence. Holly had said perhaps three sentences to me since getting back from Texas.

	Like most mornings I sought refuge in my notebook. I was looking at the news again, watching a stream on low volume.

	“For more on this we turn to our senior Pentagon correspondent.”

	The video switched to a split screen showing a photogenic woman standing in front of a wall with a Defense Department seal. “Reports here at the Pentagon are that the United States has not wasted any time after securing a United Democracies resolution authorizing the use of force against Iraq.”

	“Sam,” Holly said. I was absorbed in what I was watching, and the implications, and pretended not to hear her, not wanting to hear. “Sam.”

	I paused the stream and looked up. She met my gaze for a moment, then turned away, took a deep breath, mustered her resolve.

	“I’m having an affair.”

	“I know.”

	I did know, though I had just found out the moment she admitted it, right then. But as soon as she said it the whole thing just seemed so apparent, so obvious, that without thinking I blurted out my reply, as if my subconscious knew all along and was just waiting with that answer preprogrammed, ready to send as soon as the opportunity presented itself.

	“You know?”

	“I . . . know.”

	“Oh, Sam.” She started to cry. “Oh Sam, I . . .”

	To say that I had entered some surreal version of my life would be inaccurate. I was looking around now wondering how I had never noticed how surreal this place was. She had tried to keep me in the dark but that had never mattered because I knew the layout of the room so well. It was just weird, navigating in the dark for so long, to have someone flip on the lights like that.

	“Are, uh,” I swallowed hard over a lump. “Will you be leaving?”

	She broke down, sliding out of her seat and stepping over to throw her arms around me, crying into my shirt.

	“Or should I?”

	Holly did not answer. A buzzing on the table had me looking at my mobile. I started to reach for it.

	“Don’t answer it,” she said.

	I hesitated mid reach, then brought my arm back around her. The mobile continued to buzz. I stared at it, taunting me. The buzzing stopped only to be replaced a moment later by the little chime indicating a text message.

	“I really should look at this,” I said more to myself as I picked up the mobile.

	Holly sat up, half kneeling there on the kitchen floor. “You’re leaving aren’t you?”

	“The, uh, there is kind of a crisis on right now.”

	“So what? There’s always a crisis. Why do they need you? What are you going to do?”

	“I . . . I don’t know.”

	“Don’t go, Sam.” She lunged forward to throw her arms around me again.

	“I have to.”

	“Why? Why do you have to?”

	“I have a job to do.”

	“Why do you always put this stupid job first?”

	“I . . . I took this job so we wouldn’t have to move back to California.” I hesitated to say it. “I did it for us.”

	Sometime later I emerged from a fog to realize Adam was stomping back and forth across the south conference room.

	“What is this, fucking amateur hour!? Can nobody tell me where this, this, this fucking fantasy came from? A leak is one thing, who the fuck is telling the media that air strikes have begun? Have we even discussed air strikes? Fucking, Epstein, have you discussed this with somebody or something?”

	The new secretary of defense, brought in after the last election, was an underwhelming figure that melted under Adam’s stare. “No, sir, not at all. I’ve heard nothing about it.”

	“Are we actually bombing Iraq right now? It’s something you’d think the president ought to fucking know about.”

	“No, sir, definitely not. I don’t even know of any mobilization orders.”

	“Who is telling them this shit?” Adam gestured at the television. At the moment it was turned off and, moreover, had an appalling crack down its left side. I had no idea what Adam had thrown at the screen to do that kind of damage. “Who would tell them something like that? Is this some kind of trick, or are they just fucking making things up at this point? I mean, this is fucking criminal. This has no basis in fact at all. Why not just report that I fucking deployed troops to Mordor?”

	“Mr President . . .”

	“No, seriously, Jonah, Jonah, where are you?” He looked about and found his press secretary. “I want this news stream blacklisted. Nobody is to ever talk to them again, ever, about anything. And get me Franks, we’ll look into pressing charges.”

	“Sir?” the doctor raised his eyebrows.

	“It’s criminal. You can’t shout fire in a crowded theater and you can’t just announce that a war has started when nothing has happened. You create unnecessary panic. And somebody find Ruben. So help me God if he’s responsible for this fiasco . . .”

	I was not the last person to come rushing over after hearing about the news. Over the next hour various aides and undersecretaries, and even several of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, migrated into the large conference room. Some came rushing over in a panic, thinking a shooting war had started without them even being consulted. Others had not heard the news at all and were perplexed to walk into such a chaotic scramble.

	It was late into the evening by the time we got on a conference call with the secretary of state and had at least established that no American forces had been ordered into action.

	“I heard about it on the news the same as you,” Joaquin Ruben said, his voice distorted by a weak connection on the telecom. He was in Europe for an economic summit. “I’ve been telling everyone here I have no knowledge of what’s happening.”

	“So where did this, it’s not even a fucking rumor, where did this fairy tale come from?”

	“I have no idea Mr. President. Maybe somebody in defense?”

	“It wasn’t us,” Epstein said. “Why would defense want to make up a story like that?”

	“Could have been one of Admiral Card’s people, seeing as how they’ve leaked stuff before,” Secretary Geare said.

	“Except why leak something so obviously false?” Franks, having arrived at some point, added. “Did somebody in the Pentagon actually believe this was happening?”

	“It was probably just the media jumping the gun,” Fred Alderman said. “They got some lead and ran it before checking who it was from. This could be some prank being pulled on the news stream for all we know.”

	“Okay, kids,” Manny said, cutting through side conversations that were starting to escalate. “We’ve already wasted most of the day on this. I think right now we need to stop going around about who started this rumor and start talking about the actual crisis.”

	“Our situation hasn’t changed,” Fred said by way of summary. “The United Democracies resolution is still in effect, the Iraqi army is still holding off any further offensive while the EU tries to negotiate.”

	The long day turned into a long night as I passed through an endless series of teleconferences and moments of throwing together data and slides while sitting at the back of meeting rooms. Around ten, I sent a text to my wife saying I was about to leave and asking if I should return home or not. I never got a reply. I ended up sleeping on a couch in the East Room.

	 

	My new place was not far from my old place and had several other conveniences. It was my office. I was already paying to heat and cool the place. In truth by sleeping in one’s office, showering at the gym, and living off a combination of fast- and microwave-food, I was just joining the ten to twenty percent of Americans who had adapted to the economic reality of our times. My big office desk now had a drawer dedicated to bourbon, which I mixed in my coffee each morning. I could not fathom how the president got through all this without drinking.

	Even on the five year anniversary of the President’s Day bombing, despite a full day of ceremony and events, Adam still found time for status updates on the Iraq situation.

	Ruben’s face dominated the new video screen in the south conference room, the resolution enough to pick out the perfect trim of his goatee. “President Vanderost believes a negotiated solution is possible. He’s proposed setting up six-party talks.”

	“Six?” Rather than sit at the central seat, and thus be visible to people on the other end of the video conference, Adam was pacing. I am sure talking to him like that was disconcerting.

	“Iraq, Iran, Turkey, the Kurdish government, the European Union, and ourselves.”

	“First off, that sounds absurd. Turkey is already part of the United Democracies, they don’t need an extra seat. Iran doesn’t get to come at all. And the Iraqi government is not part of these talks. They can come as observers only.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“Not that any of that matters since negotiations are never going to work. If Badr pulls out of Kurdistan now he’ll be weakened politically. His internal enemies will devour him. He can’t be so stupid as to back down now!”

	“He would back down if the alternative was an American invasion.”

	“Yes! That’s what I’ve been saying. Which is why you have to impress upon everybody how serious we are about military action.”

	“Mr. President, nobody thinks we’re bluffing.” Ruben could not hide his exasperation. “That’s the problem. They think you’re bent on war at all costs.”

	Adam stopped pacing, stared at the screen a moment, then took his seat. “Good. That’s good, let them keep thinking that. And go ahead and pursue these talks, whatever the EU bureaucrats want. Arrange a high-level conference if you can. But not with Iran! Under no circumstance will I allow them a seat at the negotiating table. This doesn’t concern them and the only thing that can ever come of that would be nuclear blackmail.”

	The giant on-screen face of Secretary Ruben let out a long sigh. “Let me ask you this, Mr. President. Why is Kurdish independence such a priority?”

	“It’s the foundational principle of the United Democracies. I’m not going to let a democratic nation be subjugated by a totalitarian strongman.”

	“The Kurds themselves were satisfied with semi-autonomy before.”

	“Semi-autonomy? Before the whole false air strikes fiasco in the media that might have been an option. Now everyone thinks I ordered air strikes then backed down under pressure from the UN. If we back off, Badr will think we’re not serious, that the UN will give him cover for whatever he wants. Autonomy would become an empty phrase. The Iraqi government has to be put back in their place.”

	Another big on-screen sigh. “Alright, Mr. President. I’ll take up this counter-proposal with the Council President tomorrow morning.”

	As the meeting broke up, I sought out Fred. I found him just outside the conference room, in an animated exchange with General Brooks of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

	“. . . might be able to convince him,” the general said. “Has the president even looked at the reports from the Millennial two and three studies?”

	“I’m certain he has,” Fred said.

	“So he knows. He must know. If Iran becomes involved in a war . . .”

	“General,” Fred glanced over, realizing I was standing there listening. “General. What you have to realize. If the end of all this has to be war with the Iranians, then that is an outcome the president is prepared to accept.”

	The fear I could see in the general’s face sent a cold wave racing through me, from my spine to extremities and on back. All these conversations were so banal it was easy to forget the dire stakes.

	The general swallowed. He fidgeted for a moment. “And if the GSA is right? If Iran actually does have nuclear weapons and some kind of delivery capability?”

	Fred spoke a little slower as he continued. “That is an outcome the president is prepared to deal with.”

	 

	Whether it was an election, an amendment, or an invasion, Adam was not the type of rock star to spend his days in the studio. He wanted to be out on tour. That spring, still living in my office, I was all onboard for another Adam campaign.

	“Iraq has been a dysfunctional state for its entire existence,” he told a rally in St. Louis. “There is no reason its borders should be considered sacred, and there is every reason America should prevent another Saddam-like tyrant from coming to power. I am as committed to a peaceful solution to this crisis as I am to the establishment of an independent Kurdish state. A true democratic state in the Middle East was the misguided goal of the second Gulf War. Now we have an opportunity to realize that goal, and if Prime Minster Badr does what’s right rather than pursue his own selfish ends, we can accomplish this goal without further bloodshed.”

	For much of this trip Adam seemed enthralled with the touch screen table, set up near the back of Air Force One, that showed the military situation. He spent most flights pouring over its detail. Red icons showed Iraqi government forces occupying the city of Kirkuk and a number of western oil fields. Accessible from the icons were satellite images the president kept pulling up and scanning over. The cities further north remained autonomous, occupied by green icon Kurdish troops. At least for the moment. Other red troops concentrations were poised to strike north toward Mosul. Along the borders of the map were the blue American forces amassing in Kuwait and Turkey.

	After the initial couple stops, the trip began to degenerate. In New Orleans and Phoenix the president was greeted at the airport by ‘No Blood for Oil’ and ‘Make Jobs, Not War’ protestors. In Indiana pro- and anti-Adam protestors clashed outside the hotel where the president was holding a fund raiser. The skirmish turned violent, the GSA swooped in, and we all left under heavy guard.

	At the end of the trip our flight back to Washington was delayed by the need for a replacement part for Air Force One, and the part was delayed getting to the airport by a minor riot engulfing downtown Seattle. While we waited, Adam sat at the window and looked out at the red highlighted, smoke-column accented skyline.

	“Mr. President, do you want me to continue?” Fred Alderman asked.

	His shift in tone stirred me from dozing, and I could see it did the same for the president. “Sorry, LT. Yes, please continue.”

	Alderman gestured to the map table between them. “The advance last night was stopped about here, fifty miles south of Mosul, and retreated at least to here, near Tikrit, where our satellites found what look like reinforcements gathering.”

	“Let’s not bother with these details,” Adam said. “Tell me where they’re going to be tomorrow. Or do we think the Kurds can repulse another attack?”

	“Not with these reinforcements. If you look here, these are almost certainly Iranian built tanks. The Kurdish Defense Force does not have the firepower to bring down something that heavy.”

	“So . . . what? Mosul will fall tomorrow?”

	“More likely the day after. Or the night after. Their last few operations have taken place at night, they must think they have the advantage in the dark.”

	“They have night vision technology?”

	“If they’re getting equipment from the Iranians? No reason to believe they don’t.”

	Adam stared at the table screen, bright in the darkened room, then turned to look out the window again. “When did news of all this break?”

	“This afternoon, sir, while you were meeting with the party conference.”

	“As soon as we get back to Washington . . .”

	From the front cabin a bright light burst into the room as Manny opened the door. “Mr. President. Mr. President, we’ve got a direct phone call from President Vanderost wishing to speak with you.”

	Adam fixed him with a rigid stare. “No shit?”

	“Yes, sir. He’s waiting on the video conference line.”

	We adjourned forward to the onboard conference room. On the screen, positioned at an awkward angle by the long table at which he sat, was the president of the European Union. He spoke English with a halting diction and in what I could only assume to be a Dutch accent, since he himself represented the Netherlands in the European Union’s rambling government council. 

	“Mr. President. Thank you for accepting my call.”

	“Any time, Mr. Councilor,” Adam said.

	“You know, no doubt, of the present situation? It is, um, very precarious, very tense. Negotiations, they take time, while violence in the Kurdish state continues.”

	“I am prepared to see the negotiations through to their conclusion.”

	“Yes, yes, and I too. Because of the situation I find it best if we could perhaps speak, um, singularly, face to face.”

	“A state conference? I think that’s a wonderful idea. Can you be in New York tomorrow?”

	His counterpart seemed taken aback. He stammered, said something to somebody off-camera, then continued. “Uh, yes, yes, of course. This will work.”

	“I look forward to it.”

	As soon as the call was over, Adam ordered the flight redirected to New York then retired to the back to continue staring out the window. By now the sun had set in full, leaving only a halo of city lights visible.

	“There’s a special irony in burning a city in the name of peace,” he said.

	I smirked at this. “I think the irony is that they are protesting to demand you do what you’re in fact currently already doing.”

	Adam’s own smirk faded fast. “That’s not really ironic. They’re protesting a war they know is going to happen.”

	“What makes you say that?” Fred asked. “We’ve pursued diplomacy at every step.”

	“Yes, and it’ll come to nothing. I know it, Badr knows it, the Europeans know it, these guys know it,” he gestured out the window. “It’s going to take military action to free the Kurds. I guess most Americans would rather pursue appeasement.”

	“You don’t think a negotiated solution in our favor is possible then?”

	“It’s not impossible.” Adam turned away from the window and slumped back in his seat. “We’ve got a very tough task gentlemen. Maintaining peace is going to be as difficult as passing through the eye of a needle.”

	 

	We arrived in New York City on a rainy Friday. It was dusk by the time we landed, which meant we got to see the sun set as we sat in a massive traffic snarl on the Williamsburg Bridge.

	The streets around the Freedom Tower, where the meeting was to take place, were filled with torrential rain and sporadic protests. Adam waited at ground level for his guest, then escorted him up to a high-rise conference hall. It was, I think, supposed to be a poignant choice of venues, but any effect seemed lost on the Europeans. President Christian Vanderost was a tall, grey-haired, wiry, rabbit-esque sort of person with a push broom mustache.

	I knew almost nothing of the man; even his title, president of the European Council, seemed cryptic, and as the conference got underway he seemed reticent to reveal anything. I sat in the back with Dr. Graham and Alderman, along with the requisite cast of thousands in aides and staffers, and listened as Adam started into a variant of his stump speech about the mission of the United Democracy, then embarked on an extended odyssey recounting the failures of the second Gulf War, the moral imperative of cleaning up past messes, the barbarity of the Badr regime, the need to keep Iran in check, and the mistake of appeasement.

	Throughout, Vanderost smiled and listened, sitting across the open conference table with the rain-soaked New York skyline at his back. At last he met Adam’s stare and said, “Mr. President, I have had the meeting yesterday with Prime Minster Badr and he is prepared to comply with any resolutions of the United Democracies on the condition that American military forces do not enter the current sovereign borders of the Republic of Iraq.”

	“An invasion?” Adam almost shouted. “Who said anything about an invasion? I’m talking about the Iraqi government acting against its own people. It was Badr that started this whole crisis by sending his troops into the autonomous region. Any military action at this point would be defensive in nature.”

	As if to emphasize this point a streak of lightning ripped above the skyline. Vanderost paused to reply, and in that space the wave of thunder rolled in, rattling the large windows and the entire conference table. “The Iraqi government says they are hunting the terrorists and separatists. This is not an invasion we think but an internal conflict.”

	“It’s tyranny is what it is. Justify your own inaction however you want, the United Democracies is not going to sit around and watch it happen. I don’t need sanction from old Europe or the United Nations to act. If I have to I will take matters into my own hands.”

	“I am sorry to hear you say that. If it is, um, the foregone conclusion that you will go to war, then why did you agree to this talk? I am afraid there is nothing to be gained. I will return to Brussels since further negotiation does not seem worthwhile.”

	Vanderost stood up. “Whoa, whoa, hold on.” Adam rose as well, but only to lean forward and hold out a hand, as if to reach across the wide space and restrain his counterpart. “Let’s not be hasty.”

	For a moment the two stood like that. A gust of wind rattled the windows, driving rain against the glass with a loud thudding sound. The European president shot a glance at one of his aides, then sat back down. As if they were both putting down guns, Adam sank back into his seat as well, his eyes never leaving Vanderost.

	“I am prepared,” Adam said, punctuating each word, “to forego any talk of invasion as long as the final status of Kurdistan is self-determined.”

	“That is, uh, easy to say. There are many practical difficulties. Who would oversee such a thing? We could not accept your United Democracies.”

	“What better organization to oversee a referendum than one dedicated to democracy?”

	“Your security council has already voted for war. No, this is not possible.”

	“Well the United Nations is even more unacceptable,” Adam shot back. “Their human rights and democracy committees have some of the least democratic nations in the world. Don’t tell me that isn’t an absurdity. It’s,” for a moment Adam’s voice started to rise. Then he took a deep breath. “Common sense rules out the United Nations. Their involvement is unacceptable.”

	“Then we are at an impasse,” Vanderost said.

	“Would the European Union be able to oversee a referendum?”

	“If so, would this be acceptable?”

	“As long as certain conditions are met. It is acceptable in principle.”

	“I too see this to be acceptable, but I am not able to speak for the entire council in this regard. If this proposal, Mr. President, is serious, I suggest we conclude here, today. I will take this proposal to the European Council and, if this is acceptable to them, we can reconvene our talks.”

	“I have no objection to that plan.”

	“Will a meeting at the end of next week be sufficient for you? The situation in Iraq will hold for this time, yes?”

	“Time is of the essence, Mr. Councilor, but I’m not going to be ordering air strikes tomorrow either, barring some radical new development.”

	“Good. If time is of the essence, as you say, I will, uh, not delay any further. Thank you, Mr. President.” Again both principles got to their feet, prompting everyone else to do likewise. The two leaders circled the vast chamber to shake hands, and then, in a bit of awkwardness, Adam ended up standing there shaking hands with several accompanying diplomats as they filed out of the room.

	When all the Europeans were gone, the president walked over to the window and slumped down in a chair. Secretary Ruben was right at his side.

	“A referendum, Mr. President? What happened to demanding nothing less than Kurdish independence?”

	“We’ll get there, Mr. Secretary, we’ll get there.”

	I was not so sanguine about the results. When we got back to Washington, I did not return to the office but went back home, to my actual home. When I arrived I knocked on the door. Holly answered without a word.

	“Can I come in?”

	“Uh, yeah, yeah.”

	I entered and she shut the door. Then we stood like that in the entryway.

	“I, um . . . yeah. I . . . if I sleep on the couch and stay out of your way do you mind if I stay here for a week or two?”

	“I thought we were going to stay apart for a little while longer.”

	“I . . . yeah. You’re right, you’re right, I’ll get out of here.”

	“No, no.” She stopped me as I turned around with the slightest touch to my shoulder. “No, you can stay.”

	I turned back, standing there again, my hands fidgeting.

	“Does this mean you’ve forgiven me?” she asked.

	“Um, well, do you really want to get into this?” I hesitated, then looked up to meet her gaze. “Does it mean you’re okay with how many hours I’m working?”

	Her face sank, a cloud passing over the sun. She gave the barest hint of a nod and turned to walk into the front room.

	I followed, uncertain where to put my coat. Holly sat down on the couch. I looked around at the room, unchanged over the past few weeks, then sat down myself on the opposite end.

	“What made you decide to come back?” she asked.

	“I’m a little afraid the world might end.”

	 

	The ceasefire held until President Vanderost arrived that Thursday in Washington. This second conference took place at the White House, and unlike the first meeting Vanderost was talkative. Before the whole cast was seated he was already launching into a dissertation on his meeting with Prime Minister ibn Badr and the agreement they had reached.

	“The ceasefire,” the Dutchman said, “will continue for five more days, but, if we reach agreement here today, then the army of Iraq will withdraw here and here.” His aides had pulled up a map on the conference room’s large screen, showing Iraq marked with troop positions and internal borders. “Then, once this is complete, the referendum will be held on independence. The European Commission on Elections will oversee this process, and when the vote is certified, and of course if the vote is for independence, there will be a commission, hosted by the European Council, to establish the borders of the independent state.”

	The European presentation included a heap of minutia about overseeing the referendum and the makeup and procedure of the commission that would draw the official borders of Kurdistan. Adam sat there, placid, staring at the presenter rather than the screen as he went through three dozen slides worth of details. For me it represented the opposite of everything a presentation should be, and I grated over every new slide jammed with tiny print and eye-straining charts. I kept expecting Adam, who could not have been interested in these details either, to interrupt, but he said nothing.

	When the presentation concluded President Vanderost remained standing, his bushy eyebrows and bushy mustache filling in for a bushy rabbit tail, smiling and gleaming as he turned to Adam.

	The president drew a deep breath. “Mr. Councilor. I’m sorry to say but this,” he tossed his hand at the screen, “this is not acceptable.”

	“Mr. President, I . . . I do not understand. This meets all the demands discussed in New York, no?”

	“Well, first off it does nothing to address the issue of Iran.”

	“Iran was not discussed in New York. You made no demands to this effect.”

	“Iran has always been part of the equation. They are manipulating events in Iraq just as Badr is manipulating events in Kurdistan. I have no reason to believe this referendum you propose won’t be tampered with, flagrantly tampered with, by the ruling mullahs.”

	“It will be monitored, it will be . . . there will be the monitors present.”

	“Which does what?” Adam held out his arms in indignation. “So they can certify that yes, there were irregularities, yes, the outcome was rigged? Then what? The ayatollahs and Badr have every reason to back away now with the promise of a referendum, then move in once our attention is diverted. They can rig this referendum against independence, and then what are we left with? Your commission and the United Nations will issue condemnations and everyone will wring their hands and then you’ll all just say, ‘oh well, what can we do?’ None of your commissions and bureaucratic niceties will mean anything next to the facts on the ground. The only way this is going to work is if the referendum is overseen by the United Democracies backed up by independent peacekeepers.”

	Vanderost’s looked crestfallen, to the point that his mustache drooped at the edges. “You are determined for an invasion.”

	“I never said anything about an invasion, and I never said anything about American troops. I’m talking about armed peacekeepers who can ensure the election is fair, not unarmed election monitors who can do nothing but watch a travesty unfold.”

	“Peacekeepers are a new demand. This, this is, uh, a great excess of the demands in New York. Our proposal met the demands of last week, Mr. President.”

	“My demand is, and always has been, a free referendum on Kurdistan’s future,” Adam said. “What you are proposing does nothing to guarantee that and in fact makes an equitable solution even more unlikely. I’m not going to entertain half-measures on this.”

	“So it must be American troops in Kurdish territory?”

	“Peacekeepers.”

	“But who else would these peacekeepers be?”

	“I’m willing to accept any forces from members of the United Democracies.”

	“What of the Joint European Task Force?”

	“No. It’s too small for a task like this. Plus, United Democracies troops have a moral authority to operate in this environment that your joint European forces lack.”

	“The moral authority to violate the borders of a sovereign nation to . . .”

	“Iraq is not a sovereign nation!” Adam brought a fist crashing onto the table to make this point. “It is a hodgepodge, created by colonial powers, whose government has no legitimacy. We, the United Democracies, the European Union, you and I, Mr. Councilor, we have the moral authority to say what should happen here and these tyrants have no legitimacy to dispute us. We have the authority if you’re brave enough to use it. We can . . .”

	Manny touched the president’s shoulder, interrupting his tirade. It was a moment of tact I appreciated, but then realized a second later the chief of staff had a genuine interruption. He was showing Adam something on his notebook. A second later, an aide to the European President brought him a notebook as well. Vanderost sank down in his seat.

	“Christ,” Adam said. “So there ya go. Your ceasefire has collapsed.”

	Vanderost was still reading. “This . . . this is surely an isolated incident.”

	“Iraqi army troops killed Kurdish civilian protestors.”

	“Mr. President, you, you do not have the context. Other protests, it says, are peaceful. This is an isolated event.”

	“Does it matter if it was isolated? It shows where this is going. The Badr government cannot tolerate a free Kurdistan and will not willingly let that province secede.”

	“This is, this is not the proper conclusion. This . . .” Vanderost trailed off.

	Adam folded his arms, leaned back in his chair, and stared.

	“Mr. President. I must consult the Council on this matter of peacekeepers. I will speak to them and perhaps we can continue tomorrow morning.”

	Without waiting for a response or his staff Vanderost left. Adam looked about to respond, but then just sunk back in his chair and watched as the meeting dissolved.

	 

	That evening, a much smaller group of us gathered in the Oval Office, ties loosened and suit jackets removed, as the summer set in and the low level air conditioning started to get overwhelmed. Or perhaps it was the heat of the discussion.

	“This is absolutely going to start a war, Mr. President,” Alderman said. “Let’s be clear on that point. That is where we are going.”

	“I was never bluffing,” Adam said. “I’m prepared to fight if that’s what it takes.”

	“The American people will not be behind you sir,” I said. “A majority are strongly opposed to a new Gulf War, including a majority of self-identified Nationalists.”

	“Ugh.” Adam was pacing in front of his desk. “For once could this country do the right thing without exhausting all other options first?”

	“The right thing!?” Ruben shot to his feet. “Why do we keep antagonizing the Europeans? They were prepared . . .”

	“To give us nothing. That got us nothing.”

	“It would have gotten us a casus belli. If the Iraqi government tampered with the referendum we would have the perfect reason to get more involved.”

	“A casus belli?” Adam stopped pacing. “Mr. Secretary most people don’t have your nuanced understanding of international relations. If there’s a referendum that approves unification and we start crying foul and threatening to invade, we look like we’re making up excuses to attack. We end up looking exactly like a repeat of the second Bush administrations. What a fucking fiasco that would be. I’ll shoot myself before I go down in history as another version of that idiot.”

	“The public will understand. People understand fixed elections, they understand corruption . . .”

	“They already don’t want to invade! We start down this road, you think they’re really going to come around? A referendum is a golden excuse to do nothing.”

	“So, guys, guys,” Manny said, standing up to insert himself between the raised voices. “Let’s stick to our main task. What are we going to tell the Europeans tomorrow?”

	“We should have a document,” Fred said. “A list, exactly what our demands are.”

	“I don’t know if I like that,” Adam said. “We’re getting into the lawyer realm.”

	“What do you think international diplomacy is?” Ruben sounded still hot under the collar.

	“Not the way I handle it. I’m not going to let legalese overwhelm our moral standing.”

	“It doesn’t have to be binding,” Fred said. “Just something the councilor can take back and present to the Iraqis.”

	Adam leaned back against his desk, folding his arms and staring into space. Ruben ran a hand through his hair and sat down.

	“Just so we’re clear,” Dr. Graham said. “Is this guy a councilor or a president?”

	“He’s president of the council,” Ruben said. “You’re supposed to call him Councilor.”

	“Our press releases yesterday may have screwed that up. I’ll get it fixed right away.”

	“Okay,” Adam said. “Let’s come up with this list.”

	The conference continued well into the night, but at some point I was able to extricate myself and head home. I was alone in the house that night and through the next morning. As I made breakfast I watched on the news as the European Parliament met for a lengthy debate about using their joint task force, and possibly the regular armies of their members, to secure the situation in Kurdistan. It was past noon in Brussels and the parliament had been debating since the early hours of the morning, though by the panoramic shots of their vast meeting space I wondered if it took them that long just to call roll.

	Then Holly arrived home. I flashed a smile but then hid it right away when I saw how exhausted she looked. Instead I hunched up some and went back to watching the news. Without a word she dropped her stuff, claimed some bacon and waffles, and collapsed across from me at the table.

	I hesitated with us poised like that, unable to decide if I should say something. “You doing alright?”

	She blew out a breath before answering, disturbing some of the frazzled hair drooping into her eyes. “No.”

	At one time I would have had an immediate answer, but now I hesitated at the minefield before me. “Is there anything I can do?”

	“You could get home at a reasonable hour.”

	I should have seen that one coming. I flipped off the notebook, casting the room into a silence that only accentuated the awkwardness. “I, uh . . . the meeting ran late.”

	“The meeting always runs late, Sam.”

	“Okay. What do you want me to say?”

	“I don’t want . . . ah, never mind.”

	I glanced down at my empty plate, at my briefcase, at the time. I got up. “I should probably get going.”

	“You’re leaving?!”

	“I . . . I gotta go.”

	“Why?”

	“There’s another conference this morning.”

	“Why do you have to go?”

	“Well, because the boss wants me there.”

	“So why do you just let him? Why . . . you’re more loyal to him than to me.”

	“That’s not true at all,” I said, without much conviction. I did not think it was true, but she had me second guessing now.

	“It is, Sam. The president and this job. They’re more important to you than I am.”

	“Do you want me to quit? I’ll quit today if that’s what it takes.”

	“No you won’t,” she said the words like a slap to the face.

	“I will. I’ll call right now,” I pulled out my mobile and began scrolling through the contacts list, in part to avoid meeting her stare.

	“No you won’t,” she said again, this time deflating and slumping forward as she did.

	“I will. Just give the word and I’ll call right now.”

	“You don’t really want to, Sam.”

	“Well, that doesn’t matter does it? I want to have the income to afford this place and afford tuition and everything, but fuck it, we’ll figure something out.”

	“No, Sam, I know you don’t really want to. You like being next to powerful people. I know you Sam. You enjoy being at the center of all this.”

	I swallowed hard as I slipped my mobile into my pocket. Her head was drooped down now, casting her hair around her face, her stare gone.

	“Go on, Sam. Go to your conference.”

	“I, uh, I’m sorry I came back. I’ll clear out again.” With that I was gone, grabbing my stuff and getting out before she could say anything more.

	At the White House, I found Adam, Manny, and Ruben, along with their three European Union counterparts, huddled in a small side meeting, away from the small armies that followed each of them. I was left with a weird combination of annoyance at not having had to come and gratitude I was not sitting through another meeting, or whatever I might have been sitting through at home.

	Many of us remained in side conference rooms throughout the morning, awaiting word. I set up in the state juice bar and logged into the servers at my office. I tried to work, to check on all the ongoing projects and simulations and reports Adderprizes continued to churn out, but my heart and head were not in it. I puttered around aimlessly through documents and websites in a vague pantomime of work.

	Around noon Fred came over and provided some relief. “They’re negotiating timetables.” He spoke in a low voice as he sat down next to me. “Timetables for a withdrawal and referendum.”

	“Does that mean there’s been a breakthrough?” I asked. “The war is off?”

	“Not by a long shot. This plan is going to need buy off from the Iraqi government and the European Union.”

	“Why the EU?”

	“They’ll be putting up the peacekeepers.”

	An hour later the conference room doors burst open and Adam swept out with a giant smile. It was less a smile than a grim satisfaction on the face of President Vanderost as he followed behind.

	When they had all left it was as if a thunderstorm had passed through and cleared the atmosphere. Dr. Graham held a press conference explaining the agreement reached on the Kurdish referendum, all smiles and sunshine himself as he spoke of Iraqi withdrawal, of a pan-European peacekeeping force, and showed a map outlining the borders of the potential new state.

	 

	As I lay awake one night on a cot in the back of my office, I again contemplated why I did not get a hotel room. The problem was the slippery slope. A single night in a hotel was nothing, but I was not about to spend the money for weeks or months in one. I feared the stopgap would default into the long-term solution.

	This problem was on my mind because Adam had been talking about it a lot himself in a different context. Temporary solutions could establish facts on the ground that by inertia became impossible to change.

	I arrived at the White House to find Adam in the upstairs conference room, surrounded by his inner circle and assorted others, the news stream carrying the story.

	“ . . . the vote is now in,” a news woman on the scene in Brussels was saying, “and it is official, the European Parliament has rejected the Council President’s request for a pan-European peacekeeping force to be sent to Iraq.”

	With seating full I was left to stand near the doorway, which gave me a better view of the president than the television. I watched him throughout. With the official announcement Adam’s hands flicked to the remote control in front of him. I saw his arm start to go back in a windup, ready to hurl the remote across the room. He caught himself mid-motion, perhaps recalling the TV he had already broken. He relaxed, then flicked the remote across the table and slumped back in his chair with his arms folded.

	“So what this means,” the reporter was saying, “this vote would have required European Union members to support an international peacekeeping force, either by providing troops or material support. Now, this doesn’t leave the Council President without options. He still commands the European Joint Task Force. Also, the Council President can still request forces from individual countries, it’s just they are now under no obligation to provide any.”

	The screen split to show an anchor back in the studio. “And what is your sense of EU members providing troops for this multinational force?”

	“Aghh.” Adam got up from his seat and started toward the door, or perhaps toward somewhere, nobody was quite certain. We all just stared as he walked halfway down the table, stopped, turned around, turned to a window, clenched his fists, then walked back to his seat and dropped back down. He was facing away from the television and the table now, looking out at the morning sunlight just starting to hit the south lawn.

	On the television, a different reporter was now speaking in voiceover. “President Vanderost said he still plans to go ahead with his trip to Baghdad tomorrow, where he hopes to convince Prime Minister Badr to agree to the American terms for a Kurdish referendum. A spokesman for the councilor says that, in light of this setback, when he returns from Iraq he will embark on a tour of nations he hopes to recruit for a peacekeeping task force . . .”

	“Fuck,” Adam said without turning around. “Somebody turn that off.”

	Once the television was silenced the whole conference room fell into an awkward gloom. Everyone was watching the president, who continued to stare out the window. “It was a mistake getting the Europeans involved,” he said.

	“I still think we can salvage this situation,” Secretary Ruben said from the far side of the room. “Mr. President, let me go to Europe myself. We can put pressure on some of our closer allies, get them to provide combat forces for the peacekeeping mission. We could even offer economic incentives to get them aboard. As long as its European boots on the ground instead of American ones nobody can complain.”

	“How long is this going to take, Mr. Secretary?”

	Ruben paused, taking a deep breath. “It’ll take as long as it has to Mr. President . . .”

	“No. The longer we wait the more everyone just comes to accept the de facto situation. They’ve already illegally occupied Mosul and the Kurdish oil fields. Even if you get your coalition together, by then Badr will be acting like he properly owns those places, he’ll demand concessions to release them.”

	“So what do you propose then?”

	Again Adam paused while looking out the window. I could see the sun just catching the top of the Washington Monument. “Jonah,” Adam said. “Set up a press conference for this afternoon. I’m going to make our ultimatum official.”

	“Mr. President,” Ruben started to interrupt.

	Adam held up a hand and turned toward the secretary of state. “You have one week to come up with a better alternative. One week from today. If there is no path forward by then, American troops will expel Iraqi forces from Kurdistan by whatever means necessary.”

	At a signal from their chief the state department crew migrated out of the conference room, whether to rally and salvage what they could or just slink off and hide at Foggy Bottom, I was not certain. A slew of aides to Dr. Graham followed him out in the exodus as well, leaving just the inner circle.

	I made my way from the doorway to the president’s side. Standing next to him now I at last got a view of what he was looking at out the window. Beyond the south lawn, on the ellipse, where White House protestors always gather, was a small collection of picketers. I could not read their signs from here, nor did I have to, to know they were anti-war demonstrators. As Friday wore on and turned into the weekend their numbers were certain to grow.

	It was Fred Alderman that broke the ensuing silence, moving over to sit down next to Adam. “Mr. President,” he said. “Nobody else is going to say this, so I will. Is it really necessary to go to war over Kurdistan? I know you don’t want to abandon them but . . . you would not be the first president to abandon some freedom fighters in a country most Americans have never heard of. We could go back to the UN, have them enact tougher sanctions on Iraq and Iran, do some face-saving stuff like that.”

	“I can’t save face on this now,” Adam said. “We’re committed, we’d look ridiculous if we backed down.”

	“It’s the lesser of two evils,” I said, taking the seat opposite Fred. “Either look weak diplomatically or start a deeply unpopular war. The first will be forgotten a lot quicker.”

	Adam sighed and slumped a little more in his chair. “Sam. LT. I don’t think you gentlemen appreciate the historical juncture we find ourselves at. War is coming, whether we like it or not. If it’s not this crisis then it’ll be some other unlocatable place. Kashmir. Nigeria. Venezuela. The South China Sea. Americans need to be ready to fight.” He knocked his fists together a few times in a strange little gesture.

	I looked across at Fred, but he had turned away, staring out the window after Adam.

	“They’re not ready,” Adam said. “My people aren’t ready. It’s like the beginning of the First World War. They don’t think war can happen. They don’t understand how it can all start.” Adam turned to meet my gaze. I realized I was the only one in the room who had not turned away from him. “I have to get them ready Sam.”

	 

	I soon found out Secretary Ruben had in fact retreated in defeat. With only vague directions from the White House, and his own stubbornness over the handling of everything, Ruben decided to just hunker down and watch the oncoming disaster.

	That Friday night Adam addressed the nation from the Oval Office, talking long about how America was not going to abandon freedom fighters to the mercies of a tyrant, about how his demands were reasonable, how the other side was bent on war, how this entire crisis could be rested at the foot of Badr and his Iranian backers. Despite some half-hearted, last-minute protests from Fred and Dr. Graham his speech also included the ultimatum, in no uncertain terms, for withdrawal within a week.

	That week rushed by in silence. At press conferences Dr. Graham kept reiterating the president’s points from his Friday speech. The state department said nothing. No meeting or conferences or multi-party talks were planned, no paths forward or blueprints or road maps were proposed.

	In Europe it was all the opposite, yet to the same effect. Parliaments and legislatures across the continent held acrimonious debates about committing their own troops to an international peacekeeping force. In the UK, British intelligence emerged with evidence that, just as the Iraqi government had claimed, it was Kurdish separatists responsible for the recent bombings in Baghdad, that Kurdish forces had occupied government police stations and electrical plants prior to the incursion, that it was Kurdish forces wearing civilian clothes who were on scene to provoke government forces into violating the cease fire in Mosul. The European press was wild with this story.

	“Talk about missing the point entirely,” Adam said. “Who cares how this all started? I don’t care if some fucking dictator got provoked. Dictatorships have no rights under international law. If they get provoked they can sit there and take it. Or else get destroyed! Badr is a fucking tyrant, therefore he is at fault. End of fucking story!”

	Dr. Graham kept Adam from expressing this in a press conference, as much as the president wanted to, but his surrogates made the same argument well enough. “Nothing in this report, even if true,” Speaker Forrestal or Secretary Geare or Senator Rose, or maybe all of them, said, “warrants this level of retaliation by the Iraqi government.” Either way the report was enough to scuttle the possibility of British involvement in the peacekeeping force.

	By the end of the week, Adam and the nation had sunk into a dark mood. The president retired early on Thursday night, heading with his wife into the White House residence and leaving orders not to be disturbed. Late Friday morning he had still not emerged.

	I arrived at the White House that morning right behind Secretary Ruben. Cassie and I rushed down the corridors following behind the secretary of state and his undersecretary for Middle East Affairs, Emily Weinstein.

	“That’s something that should be left to the president,” Ruben said to his aide, his voice much louder than hers and carrying all along the hallway.

	“Why leave everything to the president?”

	“Because he’s the president!”

	“But we have to have some latitude. We’re supposed to negotiate a solution.”

	“The president doesn’t want a negotiated solution.”

	“Of course he does.”

	“Then why has he sabotaged the process!?” Ruben made a little leap in his step as he said this, as if words alone could not contain his expression.

	We arrived at the antechamber to the Oval Office to find it, and the hallways nearby, overflowing with people. Generals and defense department officials and ambassadors from Europe and Arab countries were huddled in little groups, as if the whole thing was a somber, early-morning cocktail party.

	I found Fred standing near the doorway. “What’s going on?” I asked him.

	“Secretary Bob went and got the president. They went into the Oval Office maybe ten, twenty minutes ago.”

	“Just those two?”

	“The EU Foreign Affairs Councilor is with them.”

	“What are they talking about?”

	“I think they want him to drop the ultimatum.”

	At that moment the door to the Oval Office opened and Secretary Geare came out. His suit seemed too small, stretching around the arms and rumpled everywhere else. He hitched up his pants as he looked around the room, then spotted Ruben and marched right across. 

	“Joaquin Ruben!” Geare had a high-volume voice that broke through other conversations. “This is all your fault. If this comes to war I’m holding a press conference to tell the American people you’re the one that fucked it all up.”

	“My fault?” Ruben said. “You’ve been goading the president and everyone else over this, not me.”

	“You let things get to this point. You let the negotiations drop.”

	“I held the negotiations the president wanted.”

	“You were supposed to work out a deal with the Europeans.”

	“I’ve worked out a bunch of deals. I worked out a deal that got us . . .”

	“That deal was unacceptable.”

	“It got us everything we wanted.”

	“You can’t just look at the small picture. That deal would have fallen apart.”

	Their voices rose continuously through this exchange, so that now they were shouting above every other conversation. “See?” Ruben yelled. “I knew it, you’re just making up excuses. You want this war.”

	“What I want is this crisis solved one way or another.”

	“You’re just another chickenhawk. You’ll risk other people’s lives for the war you want.”

	“Fuck you, Ruben, I was an aircrewman, I served, that’s more than I can say for you.”

	“Are you gonna serve now? Are you gonna have to fight in this war you’re starting?”

	“Oh, I’ll fight. If the president gives the order, I’ll be in the first bombing squadron out. I’ll even pilot the plane, but you better be in the seat next to me.”

	“I didn’t want this war.”

	“But you let it happen. You let it get to this point. If I risk my life, you’re risking yours right next to me.”

	“I don’t know anything about flying planes!” Ruben shouted at the top of his lungs.

	“Just like you don’t know anything about negotiating?” Bob kept up the same volume. “As usual I’ll have to do everything.”

	“I know enough about negotiations to know when they’ve been sabotaged. You plan to sabotage the plane as well or just crash it through incompetence?”

	“I wouldn’t need to, you’d fuck it all up all by yourself.”

	“Fuck up what, there’s only one pilot.”

	“Not in a C-130.”

	“Why are we bombing them with a C-130?”

	“Well, you know how to fly a jet?”

	“Do you? We don’t even need pilots, most of the bombers are drones.”

	As they continued along these lines, Fred and I looked at each other.

	“Are they, uh,” I said to him, “are they really having this argument?”

	“This must be what they mean when they say history repeats as farce.”

	At that moment, right behind us, Manny rushed into the room. He was breathing heavily and stumbled as he sprinted across to the Oval Office. For a moment I thought he might have a heart attack and collapse right there, but he managed to catch enough breath to swing open the heavy door and slip inside.

	Right behind him, also wheezing as he entered the room, came a man I did not recognize. I glanced over at Fred, who answered my unspoken question. “Indian ambassador.”

	“Really?”

	The door to the Oval Office opened again and Adam stepped out. He looked worn down, like an exhausted man being propped up with coffee. Since Adam didn’t drink coffee, I wondered what was keeping him on his feet.

	“Mr. President,” the Indian ambassador said as soon as Adam entered. “The Republic of India stands with you.”

	The ambassador leaned down again, still breathing heavy, then stumbled across the room. All the side conversations, even the argument between the two cabinet prima donnas, had stopped.

	“Mr. President. My government wishes me to inform you that, whatever happens, the Republic of India stands with you. However, Prime Minister Hodi is of the opinion that we should accept the European proposal and asks you to refrain from initiating the air campaign upon the deadline.”

	Adam stared for a moment at the out of breath man before him. His eyes faded for a moment as his gaze seemed to come unfocused, shifting to some point far away. Then they focused again with a sudden flare. “Ambassador Atahara,” the president said. “Please inform your government that I am inclined to agree and promise I will not initiate any military action as long as negotiations continue.”

	At last catching his breath, the Indian ambassador rose to his full height and looked with surprise at the president. Behind him, emerging from the Oval Office, was a tall, bald man with a splotched complexion. This man I recognized. The European Union’s Foreign Affairs Councilor, like his boss, the Council President, had one of the most thankless jobs in the world, coordinating the uncoordinated foreign policy of that whole semi-alliance. Councilor Ferdinand Passos, of Portugal, spoke with just a hint of an accent.

	“Mr. President, does this mean another conference would be of benefit?”

	Adam turned to him without responding, creating a space for the Indian ambassador to continue. “Mr. President. Since we are in agreement, my government has also proposed to host four-party talks, to begin as soon as tomorrow.”

	The president looked back and forth between the diplomats that surrounded him. By this point Ruben had approached the little conference as well, hovering beside the Indian ambassador. All of them fixated on the blank expression Adam wore and his blank stare that passed over and through them all.

	“Tell your government,” Adam said to Ambassador Atahara, “that I agree to their proposal.”

	With that I found myself swept up in a whirlwind that deposited me on Air Force One, bound for Mumbai. We were in the air before I could pause and wonder why I was needed on this expedition.

	It was the next afternoon in India, which back in Washington was . . . sometime, I had lost track. We were in the core of the city, a collection of new buildings, constructed since the democratic free trade zone was established, with a sweeping architecture that defied physics and practicality. The conference center itself was in a thousand-foot tower resembling some kind of spiral, perhaps meant to mimic a double-helix, and crowned with a Taj Mahal-like dome.

	Midway up we were led through a curving hallway with floor-to-ceiling windows on one side looking out on the city harbor. Around the curve the room opened up into a sort of atrium in which was set up a buffet, this apparently being how the conference would open. Prime Ministers Harshad Hodi and Benjamin Mofaz, representing the United Democracies, were already there. The tall, reserved Hodi stood back while Mofaz, expansive and inexplicable, greeted Adam with a hug.

	Within the next half hour the rest of the conference arrived. The Iranians were first, a dozen men led by President Mohammed Dastjerdi, a scowling, stocky man who looked like he was about to gore somebody, he just needed to decide who. Following right behind was the European contingent. Councilor Vanderost led in a sprawling entourage of aides and sub-councilors, who doubled the already bloated number of people in the room.

	What followed was a lunch buffet more awkward then any of my recent meals with my wife. Adam remained gloomy from the trap he felt this crisis entailed, while his brinksmanship seemed to have alienated the Europeans, and the Iranians were unhappy about the whole situation. Everyone sat or stood around, talking in small groups that were uncomfortably aware of their rivals in the same room. It was with relief that the conference got underway.

	The conference room itself was set up like an operating theater. Four curved tables formed the outline of a circle, with just enough room at each for the principles and a few aides. Mofaz and Hodi sat at the same table, representing the United Democracies, while Adam and Manny had a quadrant to themselves. Both the Indian and Iranian leaders did not speak English and so had interpreters as well.

	The rest of us were up above, in the viewing gallery looking down on the conference. It was a packed house, though Cassie and I got good seats. From up here, through a speaker system, we could hear the conferencers without them hearing us, which I imagine was the point of this layout, though it still seemed an odd thing to have for a conference.

	Next to me, Cassie was still wondering about the more fundamental aspect of our situation. “Sam? Why are we here?”

	“Well . . .”

	“Don’t tell me that’s a question philosophers have debated for thousands of years. I mean why are we at this conference?”

	I did not reply, listening as Vanderost down below started into some kind of preamble.

	“Well?” Cassie reiterated.

	“You, uh, you already guessed how I was going to answer. I don’t know why we were needed. Moral support?”

	She let out a heavy sigh.

	As the conference got underway the real answer became obvious, if it had not been already. Chaos. It was the defining aspect of this meeting. With a sickening realization I was reminded of many a disorganized meeting I had attended during my days working for movie studios. Conferences without chairman or agendas or purpose. Everybody got invited, got a meeting on their calendar, and so showed up. Yet nobody seemed to know who called the meeting or why, so the whole thing would spin in circles and fling off tangents for a while. Something may or may not get accomplished, and that something may or may not have been the original point. I had thought I left that behind when I moved to Washington, but such meetings still occurred, especially during campaigns. I had not thought to encounter such a mess at this high a level, with a potential war hanging in the balance.

	Vanderost was talking about the need to compensate Iraq, through some kind of favorable IMF loan or aid package, for the loss of oil revenue that would go to the new Kurdish nation. I could see Adam drumming his fingers throughout. “Stop!” he said at last. “You’re wasting time with trivialities. We need to be discussing securing the country for the referendum.”

	Prime Minister Mofaz stood up at this. The speakers up here in the galley garbled the voices, making his accent even harder to understand. Mofaz walked through a presentation I recognized as an earlier proposal put forward by Ruben. There was still to be an international peacekeeping force and it would still involve American troops, and the independent Kurdish state was still to have borders drawn up by the elaborate Rube Goldberg committee the Europeans proposed.

	It was the only option forward, yet still the conference kept getting sidetracked in long, circuitous discussions.

	As the whole thing slogged into its fourth hour I watched a discussion about aid packages get interrupted by Secretary Geare entering the room. He came up behind Adam and, while others talked, started into an animated side discussion with the president none of us could hear.

	It turned out Bob’s girth was the only thing keeping the dam plugged. The EU Foreign Affairs Councilor made a similar entrance, holding a side discussion with his president. Ruben entered next, standing because there was no room to sit and adding little but body count to the conference. The Indian Ambassador, an Undersecretary of State, the Iranian Foreign Minister, all joined as well, accompanied by aides and staff members and other hangers-on who crowded around the conference table.

	I turned to ask Cassie for an interpretation of the economic aid packages being proposed only to find she was not there. In fact much of the viewing gallery had emptied down into the conference room. I got up and wandered back out to the atrium.

	As expected, Cassie was out here helping herself to some of the buffet leftovers. I joined her. The food was cold but the sunset view across Mumbai harbor was spectacular. Various other delegates and entourage members came and went, picking at the food as well. There was also, standing off in a corner, a large cluster of men with thick mustaches. I would have thought nothing of them except I noticed their badges bore the Iraqi flag. Some of them cast suspicious looks at anybody else in the room, but most just huddled together, their faces taunt with anxiety or slumped with resignation.

	About that time I got a text message from my wife. She wanted to know how the conference was going. I asked her how she knew I was at the conference. She responded by noting that the news said that was where President Hanson was.

	I stifled a sigh and hesitated to reply. Finally I just typed out that ‘the conference is going pretty good, I think.’ That was the end of the text exchange.

	I stood at the atrium window and watched the city lights along the curve of the harbor for a while. Eventually I was disturbed by Secretary Bob coming up behind me and slapping me on the back.

	I jumped and turned to him. He did not seem to notice that he had startled me. “Sam, my man,” he said. “We did it.”

	“It’s all done?” I said, too dazed to think anything else.

	“It was done in three hours.” He cast a look over his shoulder to make sure nobody was listening. Then he continued in a lower voice. “These guys, Vanderost and Dastjerdi, they don’t give a fuck about Iraq’s territorial sovereignty. That was obvious to everybody. After we finished going through the proposal, which was the same proposal from a week ago, they just spent the last, what, eight hours arguing over the word ‘guarantee’ and the word ‘aid’ and the word ‘loan.’ Vanderost kept going around hedging on what it all meant and the Iranian I don’t even think was paying attention. He just sat there like this and nodded occasionally.”

	Geare slumped his shoulders and scowled in imitation of the bull I had seen enter the conference. “There were no actual objections to our plan. The president managed this whole affair perfectly. At one point we even started discussing breaking up the Iraqi army, having them provide some equipment and supplies to the new state. I thought at least the Iranians would blow up at that, but nope, not a word. We got everything we wanted.” He finished with a sharp snap of his fingers.

	 

	The view from the new extension at the Eyrie was a contrast to the one in Mumbai. High up the mountainside above Adam’s estate, there now stood a sort of capitol building like structure, circular with Roman columns and a domed roof. Windows encircling the single room on the top floor provided a panoramic view of the surrounding Rocky Mountains, which right now were lit up in bright summer sunshine.

	On this warm August day I found myself standing next to the giant, inactive fireplace that dominated the center of this grand room. This place was accessed through a passageway and elevator shaft blasted out of the mountain core just behind the Eyrie itself. I had come up here for the view, but found myself now hanging back. At the foremost window, looking south across the Front Range, Adam stood with the EU Foreign Affairs Councilor.

	“It just seems like such a shame,” Adam said, “that you and your president aren’t sharing in this success.”

	“The concern, Mr. President,” Passos said, turning from the view to look down at Adam, himself a tall man, “is what you consider success.”

	“We averted a third Gulf War. Maybe we even averted a nuclear exchange. If the European public won’t give you any credit for that then you have my sympathy.”

	“They are skeptical. We hear word American troops will not leave Kurdish territory when originally agreed.”

	“If the independent Kurdish government wants us to stay on and establish a longer defensive presence, then that’s a discussion we will have with them. It’s nobody else’s business.”

	“I wish it were so simple, Mr. President. At home the people are happy there was no war but they think America may not hold its part of the bargain. The Iraqi ambassadors have given us many complaints.”

	“You want my advice on Iraqi ambassadors? Expel them. That’s what I did and it’s saved me a world of bellyaching.”

	The councilor chuckled in a way that sounded more like a smoker’s cough.

	“Really they have nothing to complain about,” Adam continued. “We’re following the prescribed split everyone agreed to at Mumbai.”

	“The Iraqis were not represented at Mumbai.”

	“They were represented by you guys! What were you there for if not to represent Iraq? You guys and Iran. The Iraqi government is just a puppet of Tehran anyway. Sounds to me like they’re trying to lay the foundation for an excuse to back out of the deal themselves.”

	“They have nothing left to back out of. They have already handed over their territory.”

	“It was never their territory. Either way they could still try resorting to force of arms.”

	“They would never do such,” Passos shook his head. “If Iraq and Iran start a war for Kurdistan after a peace agreement is reached they make themselves pariahs, even in Europe and Russia.”

	“As well they should be. You see, this is why you can’t negotiate with autocratic governments. All they understand is force and coercion. If we had allowed . . .”

	“Mr. President, please, let us not dwell further on the past. There is much still to worry for in the future.”

	“Oh?”

	“The region is still unstable. The bombings in Baghdad continue. The Intifada continues. There is unrest in Saudi Arabia.”

	“There’s always those things.”

	This got the same chortling laugh. “I wish, Mr. President, I could see the world with your clarity of purpose.”

	Adam turned toward him as if in response, then seemed to catch sight of me and turned all the way around. “Sam. What are you doing up here?”

	Having at last noticed me, Adam came walking over, leaving Passos to the view.

	“I was told I had to come up here and check this place out,” I said.

	“You don’t like it?” Adam reacted to my sour expression.

	“No, it’s good. I . . .

	“Oh Sam. I was so sorry to hear about you and your wife.”

	“Oh, that’s . . .”

	“If there’s anything I can do.”

	I shook my head. “I’m . . . It’s probably for the best.”

	“At least there are no kids involved.”

	“Yeah. That was kind of the problem.”

	“Really?”

	“It’s . . . it’s all more complicated than that. She had this idea, I think, of what her life would be by now, and I was sort of this reminder of how that hadn’t worked out. I don’t know.”

	“I’m sorry, man.” Adam glanced behind himself at the window. “Well, this’ll get your mind off a divorce. Come see the view.” We walked over to join the European Councilor by the window. “What do you think?”

	I had already walked around some, admiring the panorama, but I looked again now. “It’s impressive.”

	“I’m thinking about calling this place Winterfell.”

	“Winterfell?”

	“Since I already have the Eyrie. Maybe this should really be the Eyrie though.”

	“Okay.”

	“You do get the reference, right?”

	“Yeah, yeah, I got it. Winter is coming.”

	Adam smiled as he turned back to the view.

	“Well Mr. President,” the councillor said. “Thank you for showing me the Winterfell, or whatever you choose to call this perch.” They shook hands. “Could somebody now show me the way out?”

	“I can show him out, Mr. President.” I said. “Your wife is supposed to be bringing tea up here in a few minutes.”

	“Oh. Alright then.”

	We walked to where a spiral staircase lead down to a lower level, decked out like a hunting lodge, and from there to the elevator down into the mountain.

	“What brings you all the way out here Mr. Councilor?” I asked.

	“I came to conclude the loan agreements we negotiated at Mumbai.”

	“They didn’t send a finance expert for that?”

	“It was decided I should go because I have dealt more with your president. I was the EU ambassador to America before my current post.”

	I could not help but smile at this. “They thought they needed an expert on dealing with the president, huh?”

	“I am sorry if that was offensive.”

	“No, no, it sounds like a good plan.”

	This got a wry smile out of him. “Your president is a unique figure. I have heard him call you his prophet, I believe?”

	“Yeah, that’s . . .”

	“I think perhaps it is he who is the prophet. Or, how is it you say, wizard? He does not just wield political power. He wields magic.”

	“Huh. Yeah, he’s . . .” This was of course a joke, but looking over at the councilor I saw no sign of humor. He looked down at me with big eyes like he believed, in the most literal sense, what he just said. I felt a cultural gap opening between us and was glad to step out of the elevator. “Adam has a unique approach.”

	“He thinks very highly of your democratic ideals.”

	“That’s true of every president.”

	“No, it goes further for him. It approaches the divine. The mystical.”

	“Well, maybe there is something a little magical about democracy.”

	“I find it more accurate in the European view. Democracy is the worst form of government. Except for all the others.”

	“You can also make that argument.”

	“What makes democracy so bad,” he said, “is that, if you have just a few people, they can have morals. But with thousands or millions of voices the only thing that will ever be agreed upon is something in the self-interest of the majority.”

	“Sure. Is that a bad thing?”

	“To always act in self-interest, to never act for altruism or the benefit of our fellows, that is what I believe is called the sociopath.”

	“That sounds like an argument against democracy and for dictatorship.”

	“Ah.” He held up a finger. “Democracy is the worst, except all the others. In the dictatorship the one man rules, and he can be benevolent or cruel as it suits him, so you might think. But in truth there are only two kinds who ever take power in a dictatorship. The first is someone who is already a sociopath.”

	I found I was no longer walking down the corridor, having come to a stop as I listened. The councilor did not seem to notice, having done the same. “Yeah, okay,” I said. “Dictators are either sociopaths or . . .”

	He turned to me with those big, mystic seer eyes again. “Or the ideologue. Someone even worse.”

	



	

Chapter 12

	 

	SILENT NIGHT

	 

	The Social Contract Act, part of Adam’s miracle year legislation, had trod a long and tortured road. It started as the faith-based initiative created by President George W. Bush with an executive order. Later presidents used later executive orders to modify and tweak and rename the enterprise, but it remained a small addendum within the massive federal bureaucracy.

	From the beginning, Senator Rose wanted to make it more. The wonky senator envisioned expanding it into the single source for all government welfare. This evolved from the idea of simply taking all the money going into welfare programs, lumping it together, dividing it evenly among the entire population, and cutting everybody a check. The Social Contract Act, Rose would boast, had the benefit of being more targeted toward those who needed it, while still getting rid of government overhead and bureaucracy.

	He had pushed through a similar idea in Texas, only to have it struck down by a federal judge. Undeterred, Rose took the idea to Washington. He tried working with Democrats in the one-hundred twentieth congress to get the idea attached to their living wage proposals. Like so many such ideas it floated around among think tanks and drafted legislation within congressional committees for years before becoming law.

	The act faced court challenges as soon as in went into effect, reaching a climactic conclusion at the Supreme Court the previous summer, where Rose’s brainchild emerged triumphant. All of the news details were swallowed up by coverage of the Kurdistan crisis, but the effects were profound. The Supreme Court, in an unexpected broad ruling, declared the act did not violate the establishment clause because giving money to churches, or expressing religious ideas, did not, in a literal sense, establish a religion.

	It was controversial. It opened the way for states to put Ten Commandment monuments in court houses and stamp ‘In God We Trust’ on everything. School districts instituted daily prayers and approved religious schools for voucher money. Municipalities put up statues of crosses or established official prayers before official functions.

	It also had a surprising effect on Christmas. By that autumn, judges were already swatting down countersuits, citing the Supreme Court ruling. Nativity scenes were everywhere.

	Some news commentators, following the lead of Dr. Graham, declared that ‘the war on Christmas is over. Christmas won!’ I was listening to just such a commenter, on a news stream playing on my notebook, while sitting out on the patio of my new place. If Christmas had won the war it seemed we were about to start a brutal occupation.

	My new place was in a so-called market center, a neighborhood of converted buildings centered around a metro station. An open ‘market square’ that had once been a parking lot gave the place a social center, hosting farmer’s markets or swap meets or junk dealer gatherings most days. My little apartment was too crammed with boxes to be comfortable, which put me out on the balcony. I was on the fourth floor of a brick tower, stuck in haphazard fashion atop on old chain restaurant turned dive bar. From my balcony I could look across the square to a former parking garage, converted now into cheap apartments with angled floors and poor insulation.

	Despite it being the second week of October, and though it felt warm enough to still be summer, there was a Christmas tree set up in the middle of the square, and people were hanging light displays along the wall of the apartment block.      My notebook, which was auto-playing different segments from NPOnline, switched now to the latest on Canada. A dour-voiced correspondent started talking about how the rump state was still struggling to form a government among its various fractious parties. Protestors demanding a withdrawal of American peacekeepers had occupied downtown Ottawa over the last week and were calling for a general strike.

	I got up, switched off the notebook, and made myself another drink. Then I settled on my balcony as twilight settled on the square. Lights were turned on, and I lamented what a long Christmas season this was going to be.

	 

	Perhaps setting up Christmas decorations so early was a sort of magical invocation, because a week later the weather turned bitter cold.

	I was at work, huddled in the warm server room, compiling the latest report on our midterm election forecast. The buzzing of my mobile disturbed me from the pleasant buzz of an afternoon drink. It was Fred. “Are you seeing this?” he asked me.

	I glanced over at my notebook, picked it up. “No, what’s happening?”

	“New York is rioting.”

	A choppy news stream video showed columns of black smoke along the New York skyline.

	“What the fuck?” I mumbled.

	“Exactly. Most of the city has been without power since late last night. You might wanna come over here.”

	On the ride over I surfed around online some more, finding the news stories conflicting. Most mentioned a strike in Canada disrupting natural gas lines and creating a crisis in the already stretched and vulnerable New York state power grid. Other stories talked about clashes, throughout the state, between Nationalist and anti-amendment protestors, without ever outlining how they were linked to the power outage, if at all.

	The thing the news streams did have in plenty was shots of the iconic New York skyline framed in smoke and flames, or shots of the city in near pitch blackness as night fell. There was a real prospect of people freezing to death overnight.

	I ended up working through the night, putting together all our polling data and online search data and social stream data into a presentation I gave the next morning.

	“New York City itself is an aberration. The unemployment rate upstate is one of the highest in the country. Which is probably why the protests started in other cities and only spread to New York after the power outage.”

	By then, Adam, in a somber, despondent mood, had already decided to declare martial law and send in the National Guard. That afternoon, cameras covered every angle of the armored columns rolling into Manhattan across its scenic bridges. Main battle tanks, armored drones, wolf pack tank swarms, all pushing their way through the streets, flanked in the sky by rotor drones and double-rotor verticopters. This show of force encountered almost no one. The streets of New York were deserted, in the kind of post-apocalypse where everyone just vanishes.

	“It was completely within the president’s authority to take this action,” Dr. Graham said in a White House press conference the next day. “A humanitarian catastrophe was unfolding, doing nothing would have been negligent . . . absolutely this is the sort of situation best suited for the National Guard, just like a natural disaster, they are best equipped as emergency responders.”

	There was an indistinct question from the front row. “No, declaring martial law was absolutely the right move. This wasn’t just about a power outage but about a partisan motivated response to the situation. These protests were not organized by the Nationalist party, they were a spontaneous demonstration against the state’s radical liberal agenda. The protestors were making the very reasonable demand that New York lift its ban on nuclear-generated electricity so that the state could be reconnected to the Atlantic power grid and relieve their energy crisis, which the governor had plenty of warning about at least over the past two-three weeks.

	“Instead they chose the typical left-wing authoritarian response. The Global Security Agency has found evidence from the mayor’s office, which we will be releasing shortly, video evidence documented by the city’s extensive surveillance systems, showing police and state troopers antagonizing the protestors in order to incite violence and provide justification for a crackdown. The president absolutely has the authority under the Global Security Act and is completely in the right, legally and morally, to order the removal of the governor and to declare martial law.”

	Over the following week an awkward peace settled on the city, along with a soft layer of snow blown in from the north. A curfew was set, enforced through the extensive police monitoring systems the city had pioneered. These were now in the hands of the GSA, which took a much more rigid, arrest them all and sort them out later approach to local law enforcement.

	Because it was New York there was a torrent of coverage. There were camera feeds showing the streets deserted at night, or showing tanks and armored vehicles rolling through the streets during the day.

	I found myself surfing through news streams I did not normally encounter, watching all this coverage. In one segment, the host, a rumbling, heavyset guy with thin-rimmed glasses, was, in typical fashion, using an interview as a departure for his own series of rants. “Don’t you think, Governor, don’t you think this is a heavy-handed overreach, that, you’ve got, there are these pro-amendment protestors, this ‘amend for Adam’ campaign, you’ve got them protesting in the streets, turning violent. It creates a crisis and it, it creates this opportunity for this heavy-handed crackdown, this imposition of martial law.

	“Well, I don’t think that’s fair.” His guest turned out to be Governor Charlie Melbourne of California, the previous Democratic presidential nominee. “The blackout was caused by the strike in Canada, this is really . . .”

	“You don’t think that was just a convenient excuse. It looks to me, Governor, forgive me, but it seems awfully convenient that this comes just as the campaign in New York, the campaign for state legislators who have promised to reject the so-called liberty amendments, just as that campaign was getting ahead in the polls. Doesn’t this look a little opportunistic to you, Governor?”

	“I don’t really like to engage in conspiracy theories. It’s not like these amendments don’t stand a good chance of passing anyway.”

	“So you don’t think this is part of a campaign by this administration to, to strong arm state legislatures, or outright block votes by declaring martial law? Or, you know, forcing state legislatures to pass these amendments prior to the midterm elections when the Nationalist party will likely lose seats?”

	The Governor gave a self-effacing grin. “I think we’re getting way ahead of ourselves. I really don’t see the partisan angle to this crisis in New York that you’re speaking of. I could just as well say that this is about the president trying to force through some of the Wall Street reform measures he campaigned on. I mean, if you look at it, right now President Hanson has literally occupied Wall Street.” This got a big laugh from both host and governor. “And I mean, I do support the president in that regard. I would much rather engage in a substantive debate about these issues than play politics with this blackout and rioting.”

	“Alright, Governor, alright, fair enough,” the host leaned forward again. “Let’s talk about that. This reform agenda, these liberty amendments, the president talks a lot about decentralization but it looks to me like that’s just a disguise for advancement of the nationalist agenda.”

	“Well, only to the extent that their agenda is popular. I really think the president means what he says about empowering people.”

	“Through the states, but it’s a fact that there are more Nationalists in the state legislatures than any other party, and they have a majority of governorships. Giving power to the state houses is just giving power to the Nationalist party.”

	“Well if they’re the ones elected why is that a problem?”

	“But the Nationalist party operates in this hierarchal, top down structure. All these state legislators are beholden to party leadership and to President Hanson. So even if the Nationalists suffer congressional losses in the midterms, the president can still implement his agenda through the states. And we’re already seeing that. We’re seeing states all over removing minimum wage laws, and labor laws, safety and environmental regulation, child labor laws. We’ve got states like Mississippi amending their own constitutions to declare the Bible to be the source of all laws! Just this week Oklahoma and Idaho both passed laws banning abortion and human genetic screening outright. No gimmicks or extra tests or unnecessary medical consultation sorts of laws, just outright bans, full stop.”

	“Those aren’t going to survive a court challenge. I suspect Mississippi’s amendment won’t either.”

	“So you might think,” the host said, his voice cracking a little in his excitement, “but who knows with this Supreme Court. Don’t you think, Governor, that this whole notion of decentralization is just a, a smokescreen for Nationalist domination? The so-called Balanced Budget Amendment gives the president a line-item veto on budget items and at the same time allows the president to force a congressional vote on a budget he proposes.”

	“Only at the end of the fiscal year. And it’s not like they can’t vote no.”

	“So you’re okay with the president forcing the congressional agenda and with the president taking away congress’ authority over the budget?”

	“I really think you’re overstating the case here.” The governor sat up and seemed to stretch out his elongated face. “If Congress still approves the budget who cares who proposed it? And these state laws, you know, states are always passing these sorts of laws, pushing the boundaries. Look, in California we still have a minimum wage that’s higher than it was four years ago, and we recently passed new, tougher emissions standards.”

	“So we just sit by while half the states limit the constitutional rights of their people?” The host said every sentence in a single breath, and by now his face was going red from the effort. “How about the new anti-voter fraud bills states have passed that eliminate the secret ballot? Is that the kind of country we want to live in?”

	“Well, look, I don’t agree with that, but I think you’re really going overboard here Chris.” Apparently that was the name of the host, though I was beginning to wonder who was interviewing whom on this show. “Giving individual states the power to, to, you know, giving them less constraint when passing their own laws, it diffuses tension. Politics over the past generation has become so divisive because it is winner take all. Rather than continue some zero-sum struggle to the death, taking power from the federal government means we can withdraw from the partisan fight to some extent.”

	The Governor flashed a little smile at this as he continued. “I think that’s what you’re seeing and I think people recognize that, the American people recognize that this is a way for us to live together without all the acrimony. I think that’s why President Hanson has been so popular. I mean, heck, I ran against the guy and even I have to admit he’s done more to end partisan warfare than any president in my lifetime.”

	I was reminded of this news segment the next day when I walked in to the big southern conference room in the White House to discover an awkward teleconference already in progress.

	“You want me to what?” I did not recognize the voice on the phone at first before at last placing it as Frank Popovich, former Treasury Secretary.

	“You heard me,” Adam said.

	“Mr. President, I . . . wouldn’t a military commander be a better choice.”

	“I already have military commanders, but there should be a civilian they’re reporting to. I mean, they report to me ultimately, but I need somebody to handle this for me.”

	“Still, Mr. President, a martial law governor . . .”

	“It’s not a permanent gig, Frank, and I know you’re up for the job. I need you, your country needs you.”

	“But why me, Mr. President?”

	“Because you’re competent and loyal. Plus Congress, you know, they’re gonna pass Federal Reserve reform legislation later this year, and when that comes down, who better to have in place when Wall Street riots?”

	 

	Although my bleak reports about the upcoming midterm were no help, I think Adam’s despondent mood that autumn had more to do with being subjected to such an early start to the Christmas season. His holiday depression seemed at a new low the Sunday prior to the election, when I journeyed to the White House to deliver the final bad news. I had been pouring over it for the week prior, trying to find the best light in which to paint everything. The Nationalist congressional majority was in no danger. But we were going to lose seats. The constitutional amendment super-majority would be gone. Some governors in the upper Midwest, brought in with the 2030 wave, would be displaced by Democrats. A few state legislatures would change hands.

	The reasons were the same as always. “The hiring boom we got from the VATS refund and the special economic zones have pretty much run their course,” I said while pointing to a slide I had presented a few times before. Inflation. Energy prices. Moribund job growth. “The president’s job approval remains high, but with all these negatives that isn’t translating into support for the party at large.”

	I had delivered a lot of bad news during our initial presidential run, but now after achieving so much, it stung worse. I dreaded the meeting and from the moment I left home my thoughts became focused on nothing but persevering to return. It was the first time I felt any affection for my little apartment crammed with manual-assembly furniture and the boxes of all my junk. 

	Adam was morose but quiet, just staring into space as I talked. Everybody else adopted their own dark tone for the meeting. Manny followed the boss, saying nothing. Rudy made a few obvious comments that just grated on the nerves. Dr. Graham was not even present, while Kris was on her notebook in the back not paying attention.

	I proceeded through the slides in a series of bursts and awkward pauses. Not meeting any resistance, I kept pushing to the next slide, yet became wary of doing so as I went, afraid I would look like I was rushing the whole thing to just get out of there. Which was just what I was doing. I thought maybe the end would be met with an explosion of complaints, but after the last slide it was just more of that same disjointed silence.

	“Thank you, Sam,” Adam said in a monotone. “Can we meet next Thursday to go over the exit polls?”

	“I . . . sure, yes, of course.”

	“Thank you. Everybody.” With that Adam got up, robotic, and let Manny direct him to his next meeting.

	I went straight home. I arrived with my notebook and papers and a bag of fast food jostling in my hands. Through a hallway of boxes around the front door, I navigated to the kitchen, dumped everything on the counter, stripped off my jacket and tie and shirt, and then flopped on the couch. The meeting had not gone as I would have expected, but it had not gone bad. I did not think my absence would be missed until the meeting on Thursday, meaning I had nothing to do until we had exit polls on Wednesday. Until then I intended to vegetate.

	I turned on the television and, as I have it set up, it went straight to my news streams, where I discovered this early Christmas season had at last reached a breaking point.

	In Phoenix a woman, a child, she was nineteen, had gone to the city zoo, where there were a whole series of lights and nativity scenes and crowds. She was armed not just with automatic weapons but grenades and a rather large explosive hidden within a covered stroller.

	The predictable chaos and carnage were brief, such that by the time I turned on the news there was nothing but burning aftermath. The woman, one Lois Greenspan, was dead from multiple gunshot wounds. Subsequent investigations would identify several possibilities as to who killed her, all of whom were themselves gunned down by others who, in the chaos, mistook them for the original shooter.

	The poignant part was how many families were among the victims, this being a popular destination for young kids. The stroller bomb itself, well-positioned in a thick crowd at the entrance, wiped out three entire nuclear family units among its scores of victims. 

	The inevitable teeth gnashing that followed focused on the lengthy, rambling, grammatically challenged blog the shooter left behind. ‘The sheeple of this country don’t even realize Hanson has overturned the first amendment.’ ‘Typical conservative stupidity: HB1022 can’t be even enforced without invading everyones homes.’ I later found out HB1022 was an Arizona bill that would have outlawed many forms of birth control. It was approved by the state house but died in their senate. ‘Sheeple think its okay when they arrest people who don’t worship an invisible sky faerie and his zombie son and the vote Hanson because he was the right imaginary friend. The white trash won’t be happy when their next to go to jail because they’re imaginary sky friend isn’t quite the same as Hansons.’

	I ended up reading much of the blog, though it all continued in this fashion. ‘Conservatards are going to win again this year because their moronic voters always vote against their economic interests because their afraid of teh gays and someone taking their guns.’ ‘Teabaggers are all old people who got theirs and want their taxes cut and government hands off their medicare and screw the younger generations because government is bad unless its helping me.’ I always enjoyed the inherent contradiction of these last two statements, implying Nationalist voters were stupid because they voted against their economic interests and evil because they voted for their economic interests.

	The requisite irony of all this was that the most photogenic victims, who would come to stand for all of them, were a trio of blonde sisters from a family that was itself expressly agnostic. Video footage, taken at the time of the blast, caught them in center frame. For the next forty-eight hours this video would be replayed at every possible speed across every news stream. It showed the first dawning light of the blast erupting and the father of this family diving across his children to shield them.

	Of course the blast happened too fast for anybody to react, so in all likelihood he was just knocked over by the shock wave and happened to fall across the girls. Still, he did serve as a shield, protecting them from the shrapnel packed into the bomb, and slow-motion makes every twitch appear intentional, and so in this case heroic. The father and mother were both killed instantly. The girls were airlifted to a hospital. The younger two expired later that night. The eldest, ten years old, was burnt across much of her body.

	By the next morning there were candlelight vigils across the nation for the victims, and in particular for this little girl still fighting for her life. On news streams there were some of the usual calls for more gun control, but most of the vitriol was directed at the attacker and her blog entries. “There has been a war on Christmas and a war on Christianity in this country for the past generation, and now that war has turned violent. This is the morality of atheists and liberals. This is what happens when America turns its back on its Christian heritage.”

	I found myself at a thrown together meeting back at the White House. Adam, as the day before, was still borderline catatonic. He sat at the head of the table in the state juice bar and picked at his breakfast. I sat next to him and must have looked catatonic myself, staring at the president and wondering if he would be alright.

	Dr. Graham was a cyclone. He paced and circled the table, talking in incomplete fragments, shouting or whispering without pattern. It almost seemed to me that Adam and the doctor had switched bodies due to some freaky electrical storm and were each coming to grips with the situation in a hilarious manner. I shook my head to clear it when I realized I was taking this thought seriously.

	“This completely changes the face of the electorate,” the doctor said. “But in our favor or not? Can we know? How can we be certain? Get out the vote increased, but more for Democrats? Anti-gun lobby? Or attack on Christians?”

	“Okay,” Manny said, “let’s calm down and not worry about the hypotheticals. Anybody campaigning now is going to look crass. Let’s just stick with the days of mourning and the statement that encourages everyone to vote.”

	“We should be prepared,” the doctor lurched toward me. “Sam, what do the simulations show? How does this effect the election?”

	“I have no idea,” I held up my arms as both a shrug and defensively. “I don’t have any data for this scenario.”

	“Can’t you run a model or simulation or whatever on your supercomputer?”

	“Garbage in, garbage out. I need meaningful data to input.”

	“So you can’t do a poll, or a . . .”

	“Polls take time, which we do not have. A poll started now would not have numbers until the end of the week. The polls will be the, the actual polls, the votes. We won’t know anything until the exit polls are in.”

	“Ugh. We’re flying blind. I don’t like it.”

	Adam resettled himself with a deep breath. “What would you guess will happen, Sam?”

	“We don’t have a lot of precedent for a genuine October surprise. In my opinion they don’t really exist. When in doubt go with long term trends.”

	“So nothing’s changed?”

	“How can that be?” Dr. Graham said. “This is . . .”

	“A national tragedy?” I said. “Just like all the others. There are several mass shootings in ths country every year. For the average person what has really changed?”

	The doctor just shook his head and took a seat with a sullen flop.

	“I can’t believe I’ve . . .” Adam held out his hands in front of his face. “I’ve got so much power, and I could do nothing for those people.”

	“Um. Mr. President,” Manny said, “things like this happen all the time. People die, it’s the . . .”

	“Yes.” He said, his hands becoming fists that crashed down on the table. “It does happen all the time. Fucking travesty that we just accept that.” He pushed back from the table, his hands still in fists, and got to his feet. “Come on, let’s get out this statement to the nation you guys have worked up.”

	Monday felt eerie and quiet. For most people I’m sure it was life as usual, but for those of us caught up in the news cycle of the election it felt like the world was held in a tenuous stasis. Candidates suspended their campaigns for fear of appearing disrespectful or opportunistic. Those that kept campaigning were attacked as being just that.

	News streams carried images of the burnt lights and nativity scenes, hollow and lifeless in the sunshine, and that haunting footage of little Sophia Roth, the blonde girl, her smiling face spun toward the camera at just the right moment, a split second before the blast and her father collapsed on her. Like the footage of jet planes crashing into the World Trade Center, or the mushroom cloud looming behind the Washington Monument, it was the kind of image people seemed to want to watch in horrified fascination.

	Tuesday, election day. That morning I woke up on my couch again. I had intended to go to bed but collapsed from exhaustion before getting there. The previous week, as any week right before an election, had been a mad scramble of simulations and last minute reports. I was spent before this crisis even started.

	On the news, the nationwide candlelight vigils were now concentrated around polling stations. It was another day of preternatural quiet. I grabbed some breakfast with the alacrity of a leisurely zombie. I watched TV. I ate lunch. I took a shower. By the afternoon I was alive enough to get dressed and head over to the White House.

	I found Adam in the south conference room. A handful of the party leadership were present, with most aides and staffers left out. The president looked like he had at last woken up himself, I judged, from the dawning brightness in his eyes.

	“Whatever happens in today’s election,” he said, “is beyond us now. I want to start discussing the next two years, including laying the groundwork for another presidential campaign.”

	“Isn’t that premature?” I asked. “The thirtieth amendment needs to be ratified first.”

	“It will be. God did not bring me this far just to see me fall short at the goal line.”

	“It’ll be an uphill battle. We’re probably gonna lose control of some legislatures today. I don’t know where we find six more states that’ll ratify the amendment, and even if they do, we’ll be facing a much tougher and more unified opposition in thirty-six.”

	“That doesn’t frighten me. Not nearly as much as what would happen if I lost and the liberals took power. We’d slide into third-world status, Sam. Energy security. That’ll be the theme of the campaign and the rest of my presidency. My legacy . . .”

	Updates on mobiles, popping up all around the room, created a miniature chorus that interrupted the president. He looked about in apprehension.

	“Sophia Roth just passed away,” Rudy said.

	Adam sunk down in his chair. “That’s . . . not good. I don’t think the country is going to take it well.”

	“I don’t think so either, sir.”

	“We should probably prepare some kind of statement. Thoughts?”

	“We have to be careful,” Manny said, “or it’ll be seen as some crass way to manipulate the election.”

	“Maybe we shouldn’t say anything,” I suggested.

	“Ooo,” Manny looked pained by this thought. “That’s not good at all. The president should at least offer consolation to the family.”

	“Well okay, yeah, but that’s different from a public statement.”

	Several side conversations broke out on the subject. As everyone was talking, I looked over at Adam in time to catch an exchange he was involved in.

	“Mr. President,” Dr. Graham said to him in a low voice. He held up his mobile, which must have displayed some kind of text message, and handed it to Adam. As the president read, the doctor leaned in and started whispering in his ear. Adam listened, and then started nodding, continuing to do so as he handed back the mobile.

	“Okay. Okay,” the president said. “Okay, everyone. We’ll let Jonah address this at a press conference. I’ll limit myself to a phone call to her, what, uncle, next of kin. The statement will reiterate Sunday’s, encourage everyone to still go vote, regardless of who they vote for.”

	I sat there as Manny and Dr. Graham began to hash out the specifics of this press statement. I think my mind drifted a little from lack of sleep, my thoughts unfocused, because I was stirred from a reverie by a buzzing from my own mobile. It was Cassie.

	“What’s going on?” I asked as I turned away from the table.

	“I, um, we have a problem.”

	“Okay. Are you at the office?”

	“Yes. There’s a, um, crowd outside.”

	“A crowd?”

	“Yeah. They’re, um, they’re kind of sketchy. I think they want to burn the place down.”

	“What? Why?”

	“I don’t know.” At this a note of panic cracked in her voice. “I don’t know. They keep shouting stuff. I can’t hear from up here. Rich says the have cans of gasoline or something. They sound angry.”

	“Did you call the police?”

	“We’ve been trying for the last fifteen minutes. There’s no answer at 9-1-1.”

	“Okay, I’ll be right over.”

	It was that strange desire to act, to do something, that sent me rushing out of the meeting and into an auto-cab. Not until I was in route did it occur to me there was nothing I could do, that when I got there I would just be another scared person. Then I reflected further and realized there was no better option, that not coming over would have been worse, cowardly, or at least disloyal to my staff. After that it occurred to me what I should have done was tell the president, I could have had National Guard troops rolling in to shield the place. Of course that thought was half-formed before being interceded by a more rational rejoinder, that such a move would be overkill. Rich would get the police out there before I even arrived, assuming the crowd was even dangerous to begin with.

	I could not tell if they were dangerous right away, but the crowd was at least large. They filled the street outside the building where I rented office space. The auto-cab refused to move forward with so many people in the way. Instead I had it drop me at the end of the block and began walking.

	The crowd did not look like a rally of any kind, they were more just milling about in the street. I saw no leader or speaker directing anything, though toward the far end there were some signs and placards held up that I could not read. Down there I could see a group of men unloading cans from the back of a truck, cans that I could believe were filled with gasoline. There was also the unavoidable fact that many in this crowd were carrying firearms.

	The day was sunny and not too cool for this time of year. I hugged my coat around me more to avoid being conspicuous, but I fear this had the opposite effect. As I neared the door to my building several men stepped forward to block my path.

	“Hey. Hey!” one of them said. “Hey, you work around here?”

	“I, uh, yes I do.”

	This man, lead among the trio, wore a button-down shirt and a sports jacket. He would have looked benign if not for the heavy shotgun slung over one shoulder. His friends wore casual sweaters and had casual grips on their own rifles.

	“You work here?” He pointed to the entrance to my building.

	“Yeah. My company rents the top floor.”

	“You work for that atheist science lab that does genetic experiments and stuff?”

	I blinked a few times. I had no idea what he was talking about. I tried to remember a sign or something for a genetics lab or biotech company around here but in the moment drew a blank. “No,” I said, more defensive than I wished.

	He looked at me askance. “You’re not one of those atheist scientists are you?”

	“No. I’m a Catholic.” I blurted this out before realizing it was untrue and also might be a huge mistake. Not only these three, but some others nearby were taking notice of me, all of them looking through narrowed eyes. “I’m not a scientist. I’m a pollster. I work for the president.”

	“You? Work for the president?”

	“I do, yes, I just came from a meeting with him in fact.”

	“You expect us to believe that?” someone from the crowd asked.

	“I . . . it’s true. I, um, I have pictures. Here . . .”

	I brushed my coat open to reach into my pocket. “Whoa there!” With a sudden jerk several guns were trained on me. I jumped and held up my hands.

	“I was just reaching for my mobile.”

	They hesitated, then, following their leader, shifted their aim away from me. Now moving slow, and with a shake in my hand I could not stop, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my mobile. I flashed a smile as best I could as I held it up and pulled up the picture function.

	“Here, here,” I said. “Right here, this is me and the president at the Eyrie.”

	“The what?”

	“His house in the Rockies. It’s, here.” I held the mobile out and stepped forward, inviting them to look. “That’s me and the president last Christmas by the fireplace.”

	The lead among them stepped forward to look at the little screen. He shifted back and forth between me and the picture for a second, then smiled. “Oh shit, that is the president. Damn, you do work for him.”

	“Uh-huh.” I put my mobile away.

	“That’s cool. Sorry to have bothered you, man.”

	“No problem.” There was a shake in my voice now too.

	With that I turned and entered the building. Upstairs I found my staff in disarray, most of them gathered in the break room at the front end, looking down through the tall windows.

	“Mr. Adder!” Rich, my indefatigable office manager, saw me enter and rushed over. “Mr. Adder, are you alright?”

	“I’m fine, I’m fine.” I must have been pale white. I pulled up a chair and sat down, stripping my coat off in halting motions. “Just came a little closer to being shot than I care to.”

	“Sam.” Cassie sat down next to me. “What’s happening out there? Are they going to burn the building down?”

	“I don’t think so. I told them I work for the president. They . . . seemed pleased. Is there a biotech lab of some kind around here?”

	“Avalon Organics has an office down the street,” Rich said. “I think it’s just their marketing branch though, there’s no lab there. Why do you ask?”

	“The guys down there were asking me if I was some kind of atheist scientist working for a genetics lab.”

	My staff, all gathered around now, were giving me confused looks. “Why?”

	I just shook my head. “It’s been kind of a weird past couple days, hasn’t it?”

	We remained at the window for a while, watching the crowd down below. People came and went, but the overall size did not change. They still just seemed to be mulling.

	“Are they waiting to vote?” Patrick, the president’s nephew, asked. “Is there a voting place around here?”

	“There’s a polling location just down the street,” Rich said.

	“They don’t seem to be in any kind of line though,” I said. “I have noticed people coming and going from that building over there.”

	“That’s the community center.”

	“Where they have polls set up?”

	“Yip.”

	“Didn’t some people go over there to vote earlier?” Patrick asked.

	“Ryan and that whole car pool left,” Rich said. “I think they were going to vote closer to wherever they live.”

	Right then, Joe burst in to tell us that a White House press conference had just started. We adjourned to watch on the big screen in the conference room. Dr. Graham was at the podium in the White House press room. We entered mid-statement.

	“. . . the president spoke with the family this afternoon to offer condolences for their loss . . . on behalf of himself and the first lady . . . and the American people.”

	“Is he tearing up?” Patrick asked.

	Cassie nodded in reply. On screen the doctor took a moment to compose himself.

	“The president will be making a statement later on after the polls close. He asked me to come here now to deliver this statement because he did not want this act politicized. This was an attack on, on all Americans, on all Americans of faith. A cowardly attack like this, targeting innocent people, innocent children, because of their beliefs . . . it’s, it’s un-American. This is why the president has always said he stands for Christian morality as a guiding principle, because . . .” His voice cracked. Again there was a pause while Dr. Graham looked down, gathering himself to get through the press conference. I had noticed him acting erratic, not his cool self the past few days, but it had not quite occurred to me this attack affected him so. I think he saw something of his own little girls in the victims.

	“Because,” he said, resuming where he left off, “for those who believe in nothing, this is what happens, this senseless and barbaric carnage. The president expressed to me his own disgust at that, at the lack of beliefs that led to this tragedy. He intends to conduct a full investigation and, and we will ensure that, that all those responsible, who helped plan this attack, who helped build the bomb and gave comfort and support and backing for this terrorist act, we will ensure they feel the full force of American justice.”

	It seemed like he had more, that he was about to go on, but he cut himself short there, declaring he would not take questions and leaving the room, cameras left lingering on the now empty podium.

	Among my staff nobody knew what to say.

	“Mr. Adder!” Ernest was calling me back to the front window. “Mr. Adder, they’re setting the community center on fire!”

	All of us rushed back into the break room. From here we had an oblique view to the building across the way. People were spilling out onto the street even as others outside hurled Molotov cocktails into its windows. Flames and smoke billowed out into the late afternoon sunlight.

	“Holy shit,” I mumbled.

	“Why are they doing that?” Cassie asked.

	“Look there.” Rich pointed, further down at the end of the street, where an even larger crowd was gathering. They had signs, few of them big enough to read from this distance. I saw a couple, their size and tall, blocky print making them the most prominent. ‘Stop Atheist Terrorists’ one read. ‘Democrats = party of child killers’ said another.

	“What do we do?” Patrick asked.

	“Have we called the fire department?” I looked about. Several of my younger staffers were in fact on their mobiles trying to get through. “I think we should all stay inside for the moment, and hope they don’t come down this way.”

	Thus for me began that night which, on account of it all starting with an attack on Christmas lights, on account that it was supposed to be election day, when voices get heard, on account of the death toll, on account of irony, that night which became known as Silent Night.

	 

	Through the evening we huddled there in the office. Neither the police nor fire department showed up, but as the sun set, both the fire and the crowd dispersed of their own accord. I think most of the protestors moved on to the next block, since, against the twilight, we saw the red glow of another fire visible in the distance.

	On the television our experience here was writ large. Rather than election returns every news stream carried footage of rioting. Crowds, gathered for candlelight vigils, graduated to larger fires. They burst into some polling places, attacking any Democrats or atheists or anybody they assumed to be either. In some cases ballot boxes were ripped open to get names of those who voted for the ‘liberal terrorists’. Other places had vigilantes setting up checkpoints right outside the polling station, checking the voter forms or paperwork for everybody that came, turning away or dragging off registered Democrats.

	“Has anybody heard from the guys that went to vote just before all this started?” I asked.

	Nobody had, and none of them picked up when I tried calling.

	The rioting spread across the nation, every major city, every notable suburb. A lot of police did not so much move to stop these vigilantes as aid them. Footage of helicopter shots showing burning buildings or people getting mobbed and beaten in parking lots alternated with mobile camera shots of police manning polling checkpoints or arresting people as they tried to vote. One rather disturbing video, posted online but censored by the news streams, showed vigilantes lining up a row of people in a hallway, right next to a series of voting booths, getting all the people on their knees, then executing them with shots to the back of the head.

	I was terrified, but held it together for the sake of my staff. I was not even certain if that was necessary, they seemed less fazed than me, and I wondered if they were trying to stay calm and collected for my sake.

	All of this was while we still had power. Late that evening, going on midnight, electricity to our whole building cut off. Mobiles and notebooks still had power but nobody was able to get a signal. The city, the northern Virginia suburb where my office sat, was a landscape of blackness marked by sporadic red glows of buildings on fire. Going up to the roof we could see dozens of them, stretching away south to the horizon. To the north it looked like D.C. itself still had power, its lights a haunting glow in the vast surrounding darkness. The airport to our west, without power or anything on fire, was just empty black space.

	Most of my staff decided to stay the night. They were young, just out of college, part of a generation accustomed to living in converted and rented out garages, or in cheap apartments formed using modular wall segments to subdivide space in former warehouses or parking garages. Some had even lived in ‘The Stacks.’

	“What are The Stacks?” I asked.

	“They use to be trailer parks,” Ernest, who seemed the foremost expert on them, said. “They take the trailers and stack them on top of each other to make more dense housing.”

	“Can the trailers support being stacked like that?”

	“They have these sort of metal frames, kind of like the skeleton of a skyscraper.”

	“How do you get up to the upper trailers?”

	“They have staircases. They look like fire escape kind of staircases actually,” Ernest seemed quite animated as he described the whole thing.

	“Okay. I’ve seen short versions of these in Texas. I didn’t realize they built them so tall.”

	“Yeah, I think they’re more common out west. The one I lived in was in Oklahoma City.”

	This was my first real opportunity in a long while to speak with my staff in more than a cursory manner. It was embarrassing how little I knew them. Most I had met once, when I interviewed them, then seen on occasion when I breezed through the office. It was an unsettling reminder of how much I had left running this place to my subordinates while I played the high-flying, mysterious bossman who was always off in important high-flying meetings with the president. Talking to them made me want to go back to the days of the small-time operation where I set up models and programmed simulations myself.

	With all this in mind, I made it a point of asking about work, as we sat there in the break room lit by flashlights and mobiles. I did not expect to get full honesty in their answers, but I was still curious to know what they would say.

	“This is way better than working at one of those employment contract companies.” This was the consensus of most of the staff.

	“Just don’t start making us sign those and I’ll be happy,” Ernest said.

	Once more I had to display my ignorance. “Employment contracts?”

	“It’s something mostly bigger companies are doing now,” Rich said. “They make you sign a contract, usually after a six-month trial. The contract guarantees you won’t be fired and provides you with a certain, guaranteed wage.”

	“And these are a bad thing?” I asked.

	“Well, there’s more to it. You can’t quit either, at least for whatever set duration the contract stipulates. The wages they guarantee are really low, and they’re not required to give much in the way of raises or anything. Usually the contract also gives you a place in some corporate housing and vouchers for corporate stores or the like, which are deducted from your wages, meaning you make almost no actual money.”

	“It’s basically slavery,” Ernest said. “My brother works for one of those. A lot of the limited citizenship people sign them.”

	“More like indentured servitude,” Patrick said. “Some people like it though. There’s some competition to get an employment contract. You’re at least guaranteed a wage and a home. Wage contractors aren’t gonna starve on the street.”

	“Huh. You say big companies are the ones doing this?”

	“Yes,” Rich said. “Big employers, mostly in states that have removed the minimum wage, or places that are getting a lot of infrastructure bank money. It’s companies taking advantage of the employment tax deductions mostly.”

	“I think most big government contractors are going to this system,” Ernest said. “That’s why we were worried.”

	“Well obviously we’re not all that big,” I said, “but also we’re not a government contractor. We contract with the Nationalist party, not the government.”

	There were some interested glances and nods at this realization. “So,” Ernest said, “we don’t technically work for the president?”

	“No. Rudy Hubert, the party chairman, is really the person we report to.”

	“So, he could get rid of us, this Rudy Hubert, if he wanted?”

	“He technically could, but he reports to the president, who might have something to say if we suddenly got canned. Are you guys worried that the government might start requiring contractors to go to this employment contract thing?”

	“I heard that might happen. But I guess it doesn’t matter if we’re not government contractors.”

	“So, you never heard of employment contracts before, Mr. Adder?” Cassie asked.

	“It’s been almost twenty years since I was on the job market. Until recently it had been more then ten years since I was on the housing market either.”

	“Did, uh,” she leaned forward, “did Holly end up getting your condo?”

	“Yeah. I traded it. She got the condo, I kept the company.”

	“I’m sorry, Sam,” she responded to the morose tone into which I was sinking.

	“I’m just glad its finalized and over. Let’s not talk about it. Tell me more about these stacks or whatever.”

	By the next morning we still did not have power. It was a drizzly day, the rain perhaps containing most of the fires. The city was as dark and grey as the sky, but I could see no columns of smoke.

	We sent a group out foraging. They were gone a couple hours, long enough for me to worry, but at last returned with a carload of microwavable food. The first grocery store they found had been looted and looked abandoned. The second was just fine save for the lack of power, and the manager was giving away everything in the frozen aisle. We all ate a hearty meal of microwave burritos and single-serving dinners.

	“It’s like the apocalypse out there,” Ernest, one of our foragers, said as we sat eating in the dim light of the break room.

	“Like the Dark Zones,” Patrick said.

	“I was totally thinking about that.”

	“Did you just tag everything to add to inventory?” Cassie asked.

	“Even better, it was a stash, we just tagged ‘take all’.”

	There was some general chuckling. “What is this now?” I asked.

	“It’s Global World of Darkness,” Cassie said.

	“What?”

	“It’s an online A.R.G. game.”

	“An arrghh?” I asked.

	“Exactly. Augmented reality game. They’re big in New York, that’s where I first got involved. You go out to certain neighborhoods wearing augmented reality glasses and log in to this game and it makes you look like you’re in, you know, basically the same world but with vampires and ghosts and stuff running around. They have several of them in the vacant neighborhoods around the blast zone.”

	“What do you do in these games?”

	“Well, you play either a, what, a vampire, a werewolf, a mage, or a regular human, but they get special weapons and gear. Then you go around and meet with your allies and fight your enemies or attempt to solve side quests they insert.”

	“Do these cost money?”

	“The ones in New York do. The ones around here are micro-transactions.”

	“Do you ever do any gaming, Mr. Adder?” Patrick asked.

	“I have, I still have one of those Bluewire VR systems. I played the NFL game on that for a while. It’s packed away somewhere now though.”

	“I heard the president plays some of those games.”

	“Yeah,” Ernest said, “I heard he has a character on Age of Sorcery.”

	“Does the president play online games?” Cassie asked.

	“Oh, I doubt he has the time,” I said. “I can guarantee you though that he wants to. He’s talked about, when he retires, he says he wants to spend his time playing video games and writing a fantasy rock opera.”

	Cassie flashed her big smile. “That’s awesome.”

	“It’s cool,” Ernest said, “that I can totally picture the president doing that. He’s like the first gamer president.”

	There was a pause in the conversation that was interrupted by the lights coming back on. The break room refrigerator whirred to life and various beeps emanated from down the hall as servers and computers started their boot sequences.

	“Hey,” Rich held up his mobile, “I have signal.”

	“Does this mean the apocalypse is over?” Ernest asked. “I was just starting to enjoy it.”

	On the news streams, we found pictures and reports of widespread destruction. Active rioting continued in cities across the upper Midwest, Cleveland and Detroit and Chicago, but for most of the country a dark calm was settling as the afternoon wore into evening. The death toll, a crude estimate, was in the thousands. The damage, even cruder, was in the billions.

	As it became apparent that order had been restored in our part of the country, my staff began to migrate out in a slow trickle. A few approached me and asked about tomorrow, if we would still be pulling some long days to put together a report on the midterm results. I told them to take the rest of the week off.

	Before the sun set that day, it peeked out under the layer of grey clouds, creating a brief hour of red across the world. I took the opportunity to go home myself, before it got dark. I saw burned and smashed buildings all along the route home, but when I arrived, my own building was untouched. I pushed my way through the mess in the front room and at last found my bed.

	 

	On Thursday I went into the White House as planned, though the election post-mortem was more literal than initially envisioned. At a sprawling cabinet meeting there was nothing but recriminations and speculations about the impact of Silent Night, as the media was now calling it, on the economy and the political calculus for next year.

	“As of this morning,” Secretary Bob said, “all states are reporting order restored. Full martial law remains in effect in New York and New Jersey.”

	When the cabinet meeting adjourned, some of the party leadership, minus Dr. Graham, gathered with Adam in the Oval Office.

	“Can you believe this?” he said to nobody in particular. “What a fucking mess.”

	“Is the doctor going to have to take the fall for this?” Manny asked.

	“No. We can’t blame him for showing emotion over a national tragedy. He didn’t call for rioting or vigilantism. Can you believe this though? Fuck, it’s fucked up the entire election too. Sam, do we know anything yet?”

	“Only about half of all precincts have been counted so far,” I said. “Early returns look better for us than projected.”

	“So the October surprise came out in our favor,” Rudy said.

	“It’s not so simple,” Adam cut the comment with a chop of his hand. “The Democrats will be pointing out irregularities at the polling stations. God knows they have enough video evidence. Fucking executing people! What were they thinking? Even if we retain a super-majority, its legitimacy will be questioned. It’s just like George W. Bush’s first election. Even worse since the voting problems are so widespread.”

	“Could we call for another election? Some kind of do-over?”

	“There’s no precedent for that at the national level,” Michael Franks said. “You see, state legislatures control elections in each state, so they would have to authorize a make-up election. Then that would open them up to all kinds of lawsuits. It would be an ungodly mess.”

	“More so than it already is,” Adam said. “No, we’ll have to just stick with what we have. We won’t pursue any make-up elections, at least in states we control.” He nodded here to Rudy as way of instructions. “We’ll let the Democrats pursue whatever course they like.”

	“They’re already lining up to condemn us,” Manny said. “According to them we’re a bunch of violent extremists who condone vigilante justice.”

	“They’re using that old attack again?” Rudy said. “That’s gotten really old.”

	“Hopefully they’ll overreach,” Adam reached out himself as if to grab something. “Let’s keep it low key, let this die down, don’t do anything over the holidays in the lame duck session. We start fresh in the new year. Then our focus will be moving forward, getting on with business.”

	Rudy grimaced. “We should respond to the attacks, though.”

	“Oh, of course. I’ll speak to the nation again tonight. But we keep it high road, treat any attacks as crass and ridiculous. Talk about rebuilding, moving forward. God, I still cannot believe what a mess this turned into. Everything was going fine and then like a bull in a china shop these vigilantes come along and smash everything. This jeopardizes my whole legacy.”

	“Well, sir,” Manny said, “look at the bright side. We might end up gaining seats in the state legislatures. Maybe, a bit of luck, some more pressure, we can get the electoral amendment ratified now. Maybe even the state’s rights amendment too.”

	“Hmpf,” Adam gave this just a slight nod.

	In the wake of that meeting I was trudging off down a hallway when I heard my name. Spinning around I saw Fred Alderman coming after me. His prosthetic leg seemed to be bothering him, since he was hobbling worse than usual.

	“Sam. Did I miss the party meeting?”

	“It just got out, yeah.”

	“Was anything decided?”

	“The president is gonna address the nation tonight. Nothing unexpected. He talked a lot about not letting this disrupt the agenda for next year.”

	Fred nodded as he came to stand next to me. “You doing alright, man?”

	“Yeah, I’m okay.”

	“You look like shit.”

	“I have not gotten much sleep this week. It hasn’t helped that I feel a little guilty about what happened.”

	“Guilty?”

	“Oh, on Tuesday, I was in the room when they started working up the press release Dr. Graham gave, but I got a call from the office and left. I keep thinking, if I had been there I would have pointed out that it sounded a little inflammatory, gotten them to tone it down.”

	“I don’t think either of us being there would have made a difference.”

	“Yeah, I understand some of the rioting and stuff started before the press conference, when they first announced that little girl had died. But obviously the doctor’s whole tearful statement did something. Fanned the flames or whatever. Made the whole thing that much worse.”

	       “That’s not what I was referring to.”

	“Oh?”

	“I think,” Fred glanced back down the hall, then continued in a lower voice. “I think the president wanted these riots to happen.”

	“What? Why?”

	“I think they made that press release intentionally inflammatory.”

	“Fred. What makes you think that?”

	He paused, then shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything, I just, I get this vibe, like, they wanted all this to happen.”

	“The president just said pretty much the opposite. He’s all worked up about how this makes the election look illegitimate and threatens his agenda and all that. He’s afraid he won’t have a mandate going forward, and you know how keen Adam is on having a mandate.”

	Fred shot another glance down the empty hall. “I know, but . . . this is America. Winning is its own mandate.”
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Chapter 13

	 

	LONE STAR

	 

	With a committee of eleven members, all of a dozen volunteer staff, an operating budget in five figures, and still no official decision on the name, the Texas Constitutional and/or Libertarian Tea Party was not set to make any sort of impact on anything.

	None of this diminished Adam’s enthusiasm, and in turn he infused a certain unformed energy into the rest of the enterprise. That summer he moved out of the crazy house and down to a microscopic studio apartment near the university and the heart of Austin, within walking distance of his new job. Carl Hardy, one of the party deacons, owned a warehouse and hired Adam on as a security guard. He wore a uniform and got to carry a gun, and since nobody stopped him he sometimes brought his dog to work. So it was just an extension of his army career, though with less tedium.

	Adam worked odd shifts and went out at odd hours. He continued to attend breakfast meetings with the party leadership and café jam sessions with the students and philosophers, but he also began pouring all kinds of time into volunteering for their unnamed political party.

	By the end of summer, they were moving into some office space, though nothing profound or exceptional. It had cheap tile carpet and the walls were a mix of bare concrete and makeshift plywood, a relic of the building’s days serving another function. Folding tables with phones and computers were arrayed in the front area, manned by a mix of volunteer student philosophers and those who had once patrolled the streets of Fallujah with Adam.

	At the far corner of the space there was a single walled room. Through a maelstrom of activity, Jenny Hall led the deacons back here, where they found the room outfitted with a large conference table. A wide window looked out on an empty alley.

	“Ah, gentleman.” Adam smiled as he got up and circled around. “Welcome, welcome. What do you think?”

	“Adam,” Michael Ellis, the foremost deacon in this group, asked at almost a shout. “What the hell is all this?”

	“How do you mean?”

	Ellis held out his hands in a disgusted shrug. 

	“It’s our party headquarters,” Adam said.

	“How much did this all cost?”

	“Did Carl not explain? This is one of his warehouses. Gave us a great deal.”

	“We heard that much. What about all this,” Ellis threw his arms up at the renovated space as if he could not contain his disgust, “this work? These people?”

	“Well obviously we’re renovating to turn it into office space. Those people are our staff.”

	“Why do we need a staff?”

	“How else are we gonna run a campaign?”

	“Who said anything about running a campaign?!”

	“Guys,” Professor Atkinson said. “Why don’t we sit down and get this meeting underway?”

	The grumbling among them continued as the deacons took their seats.

	“So, um,” Anthony Duncan, their chairman, pulled out some notes. “Our first order of business, we need to discuss the proposal we now have of joining the Tea Party Express.”

	“What?” Adam broke into a shout.

	“Matt has been in contact with . . .”

	“You gotta be fucking kidding me!”

	“We’re small fry, Adam,” Matt Kerrington, a tall deacon with obvious dye-darkened hair, said. “We can’t hope to do anything by ourselves. If we join one of the larger tea party organizations our resources can start going toward . . .”

	“I don’t fucking believe this,” Adam leaned back and tossed a hand at them. “You guys are just quitting.”

	“We aren’t quitting, we’re joining a larger organization so we can . . .”

	“Fuck it. Fine. Come on.”

	In a whirl Adam was on his feet and leaving the conference room. After some confused glances, the deacons followed him.

	Out on the main floor Adam held up his arms and called for attention. The room grew quiet as laptop screens were lowered. Behind Adam, the deacons gathered, all with looks of confusion or consternation. “Everyone. It’s been decided, apparently, without my prior knowledge, that rather than an actual third party this organization is going to be subsumed by the Tea Party Express.”

	This got no real reaction, just perplexed looks from the young staffers. “Adam,” Professor Atkinson stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder, hoping to stop this, but Adam shrugged him off.

	“Since our governing committee no longer believes in the purpose of this organization, I am afraid I can no longer be part of it. So, effective immediately, I am resigning my post.”

	“Adam. Adam.” The professor was more frantic now, and joined by several other deacons. Adam allowed them to drag him away, back into the conference room, leaving the assembled staff staring after them in an even deeper confusion.

	“Adam,” Atkinson continued once the conference room door was closed, “you can’t quit on us like this.”

	“I just did.”

	“Adam. You’re the, you’re the most passionate, dedicated figure we have. We need you.”

	“Yes, but,” he turned to the rest of the deacons, “the truth is I don’t need you.”

	“You plan to finance yourself with hope?” Kerrington asked.

	“You think you’re the only people with money that would back me?”

	“Adam. Come on, man,” Atkinson said. “Are you really gonna throw all this away? I know you, you’re passionate about what we’re doing here, you can’t just walk away.”

	“I’m not walking away,” Adam said. “I’ll be starting my own organization, without interference from a bunch of ossified mummies. I wonder, how will you all manage to run this organization without me as a full time volunteer.”

	“Adam . . .”

	“I also wonder, how many of those other volunteers out there will still be working for you guys a week from now, and how many will be working for me? How many outside backers will stick with you, and how many will stick with me?”

	“You think you can do this by yourself?” Ellis asked.

	“I have been doing it by myself,” Adam’s powerful voice broke into a shout. “You guys think you’re so important because you gave some money? Anybody can write a fucking check. I’m doing the actual work of making this happen.” He let his gaze sweep across all of them. “You’d be nowhere without me and you know it.”

	“You sound awfully full of yourself there, son.”

	“Don’t call me son, you decaying piece of shit! If you think you’ll do fine without me why didn’t you just let me quit? Huh? Can I go out there and finish telling the staff I’m leaving?”

	There was a long pause, none of them daring to answer the question. Adam stared each of them down in turn, his gaze as always his primary weapon. At last he paused to take a deep breath and gather himself. “Gentleman, we cannot continue to operate like this. I can’t run this party if you are going to constantly question everything I do.”

	“What do you mean run this party?”

	“I have been running the party ever since we expanded beyond just showing up at town halls. Full-time, I might add, as a volunteer. I am de facto in charge. But I’m not gonna keep doing it if you guys are gonna show up and start screeching about costs and strategy.” He leaned forward and braced his arms on the table. “If I’m going to continue I’m going to need to be made chairman.”

	There was an immediate chorus of defiance.

	“What?”

	“You can’t just demand to be made chairman!”

	“That’s not how this works.”

	“It would just be making official the current situation,” Adam said.

	“Look at this, you’re out of control!” Ellis said. “Starting campaigns, spending money, defying decisions of the committee, and now you think we should put you in charge?”

	“I have done nothing that has not advanced the goals of the party. I have most definitely not just sat on my ass and bitched.”

	“You think we do nothing? Whose money do you think you’re spending here?”

	“Once more, money is not the end-all and be-all of this party. And yes, I know where the money comes from. Do you? I’ve been fund-raising too, in addition to keeping the books.”

	“You’re keeping the books?” There were furtive glances over at Duncan.

	“Nobody else wanted the job.”

	“So I hired one of the professor’s grad students to do it,” Adam said. “It’s the kind of thing chairmen do.”

	“Absolutely not,” Kerrington crossed his arms. “We’re not making you chairman.”

	“Okay then. I quit.” Adam circled around toward the door again.

	“Adam, hold on.” The professor jumped forward to intercede. “Please, let’s not be rash about this.”

	“This isn’t rash, it’s logical. If I’m the leader then I’m gonna be the leader. I’m not gonna half-ass it or let somebody else take credit.” He turned his gaze upon the forest of old, cragged men that surrounded him. Each of them withered in turn. “None of you can run things. Nobody here has the time, if nothing else.”

	“What do you think about this, Anthony?” Carl Hardy asked.

	“I don’t know,” Duncan said. “If we’re going to give somebody full authority like this, shouldn’t it be someone with more experience?”

	“Who else would you hand off authority to?” Allen Rose asked from where he lingered in the back of the group, the quietest among them. “Nobody has more experience running this organization than Adam.”

	“And you obviously don’t have time to do everything yourself,” Atkinson said. “I know you’ve been looking to hand off some responsibilities.”

	“Some,” Duncan said.

	“It’s not like you would be shut out or anything, right?”

	“Shall we put it to a vote?” Adam said. Before anybody could respond he continued. “All in favor?” Adam raised his hand.

	Right away Professor Atkinson and Rose raised their hands as well, followed in short order by a couple more deacons loyal to Adam. The rest all looked around, first at each other, then at Duncan. He in turn tried to meet their stares, failed, tried to meet Adam’s, failed there as well, then raised his hand.

	With this sign three of the others also raised their hands even as they hung their heads. “Oh, come on!” Ellis, one of the few hold outs, threw up his arms.

	“That’s a majority,” Adam said. “Now, as chairman, I’d like to get this meeting underway.”

	 

	A cross country ride on a charter bus that autumn, surrounded by the professor’s young libertarians, became the college road trip Adam never got to have.

	Anthony came along to represent the rest of the committee, as did his wife, a woman made of equal parts sugar and fire. 

	Delays from a breakdown cost them such time that they had to drive through the night to arrive in Washington, D.C. early in the morning of September the twelfth. By the time they parked and made their way via Metro into the city, they wound up joining the Taxpayers March in mid-progress.

	Anthony was crestfallen they had missed some of the opening speeches, but the professor had bigger visions. “Our meetings for tomorrow are still on. It’s going to fall to you Adam to do a lot of the talking.”

	“What should I be telling them?”

	“Like I keep saying, don’t sweat the script. Be yourself. I’m telling you, these people are all gonna love you.”

	From far down on the National Mall they listened, over speakers, to Glenn Beck outline his nine principles and twelve virtues that formed half the reason for the name of the nine-twelve project, the other half being a reference to the spirit of the nation on the day after the September eleventh attacks.

	“That would have been the time for a third party,” Adam mused. “A unity party. What a terrible lost opportunity. We’ve wasted so much time.”

	Riding the Metro they did not need a designated driver that night. Adam came along all the same as Thor and Jenny, and the Mikes and the rest of the college libertarians, went in search of the local nightlife. They found a lot of trendy bars and jammed nightclubs that turned them away at the door, and some dives and overpriced places that did not.

	Within the clubs, Adam and Jenny danced with a certain abandon, while during the hops between places he held forth on various subjects. Nobody could remember what Adam talked about, nor did they much care. Adam himself did not seem to mind that the drunks were only pretending to listen to him. I get the impression Adam would have been content to go on like this to a brick wall, but he enjoyed the glazed looks of acknowledgment, mixed with a little awe, that he inspired.

	I often wonder about this group. Adam was almost ten years older than most of them, though with his youthful looks I doubt he stood out. His stories about serving in Iraq or living in homeless shelters gave him an aura of intrigue and romance, and his ability to speak at length from memory on so many subjects gave him an aura of wisdom. The reason I wonder about them, though, is that at the time I was just finishing graduate school myself and starting to make money through a statistical analysis of fantasy football. I was about the same age as these revolutionary kids. I still had a Ron Paul bumper sticker. It leaves me to wonder what would have happened had I been in Texas instead, had I known any of them back then. Would I have joined Adam at that early date? Would I have been the same pessimist that one day advised his presidential bid? Would he have listened? Would that have made everything different?

	 

	The Minute Men Patriots was an organization sprung from the similar named group of border patrol vigilantes and containing many of the same members. Their leadership met with Adam at a little diner across the river in Alexandria on a Sunday afternoon.

	The chief Minute Man, one Robert Ridder, was, according to Adam, a ‘fat, bloviating commando-wannabe fuck.’

	Rather than engage such an obvious racist Adam ignored him, instead focusing on the woman next to Ridder. A former army officer, they had said in the introductions. Short but muscled, with a mean scowl at times and a scar that looked like a wide strip of blurred flesh along her left cheek. She was one of the few people, ever, who could meet Adam’s stare with an intensity of her own.

	“I’m sorry,” Adam said, speaking straight to this woman and interrupting the leader as he went on about well-maintained militias being the core of American security. “I didn’t catch your name.”

	She had been staring right back at him, but blinked in surprise when he spoke. “Erica.” She held out a hand. “Erica Roland.”

	“Good to meet you. What did you say you do in this organization?’

	“I don’t think I did say. I’m head of the Georgia chapter.” She had a slight drawl that almost identified her role by itself.

	“So you, you organize people to come out for rallies . . .”

	“All across the country,” Ridder said. “On short notice. As the name says. With chapters across the country, all fifty states by the end of the year. We . . .”

	“What about voting?”

	Adam spoke directly to Erica, who tilted her head in reply. “How do you mean?”

	“Do you bring people out to vote?”

	“More than that,” Ridder said. “We intend to send monitors to polling stations, watch for abuse. Democrats are sending illegal immigrants to vote and sending union men to vote for dead people all the time. Elected officials won’t take action against it just like they won’t take action to fix our border . . .”

	“Do your people vote themselves?” Adam continued to direct his questions to Erica.

	“Oh,” she said. “I’m sure they do.”

	“I mean, do they help get people to the polls to vote.”

	“That’s not really . . .” Ridder started.

	“I don’t see why they couldn’t,” Roland said.

	This got a knowing smirk from Adam. “Could they help get people registered?”

	“Of course. With proper training.”

	“We’re not really an organization for turning out the vote,” Ridder said.

	“A rally,” Adam turned his gaze at last upon the commando leader, “that does not generate votes is a lot of hot air. My party does not need a hot air generator. We need voters.”

	“Then I don’t know that we can help you.”

	Erica shot him a glance, then continued to Adam. “The chapter heads decide how best to use their people. We prefer a, uh . . .”

	“Decentralized approach?”

	“That, yes.” She clapped her hands and pointed at Adam in one fluid gesture. “I’ll take your proposal to them at the next meeting.”

	The next morning the libertarians found themselves running late again. They stayed at a hotel and managed to oversleep some, but the real problem came when they realized the professor was missing. He did not answer his cell phone. Fanning out, it was Thor who managed to find him, sprawled out on a bench outside a McDonald’s. His eyes were bloodshot.

	“Oh, Christ,” Thor said, then helped him to his feet and half carried him back to the hotel.

	They raced to the Metro and headed back into the city without getting breakfast. “This meeting,” the professor explained through halting coughs, “is with a representative that might be interested in switching parties and joining us.”

	“You look like shit,” Mike said. “Can we stop and get him cleaned up somewhere?”

	“I just need to be there for an introduction. Adam will do the talking.”

	They managed to arrive at the representative’s office with a disheveled punctuality. Like so many others, this congressman knew the professor and came out to shake hands before inviting the little group into an inner office.

	William Lindberg (R-TX) looked like he belonged in a Civil War reenactment. His mustache was waxed. It was a little out of place with his standard issue suit and red tie, but on his wall there were plenty of pictures of him wearing a cowboy hat and denim, or in Confederate battle uniform during actual reenactments. Other pictures showed a clean shaven version of him in uniform, dress blues for a portrait or desert camo riding atop an Abrams tank.

	The representative was quite expansive, and Adam was willing to just let him talk. He told a story, oft-repeated as I understand it, that the Iraq surge was originally his idea, though of course higher ups always claim credit for such things, but had it failed he would have been the fall guy. He talked about healthcare reform and the need for a forty-first vote in the Senate to filibuster its passage. With the slightest prompt from Adam he talked about the virtues of libertarianism. What Adam took away though was his remark on the Tea Party.

	“I support some aspects of the Tea Party. I was a delegate for Ron Paul during his campaign. But the problem I have is that there are too many tea parties. There must be fifty groups with some version of tea party in their name. Tea party-adjective. Tea party-noun-verb. State name-adjective-tea party. There’s no way to know what the actual ‘tea party’ stands for. I think if we’re going to have a real third party it has to have a united front. Call it a National Tea Party.”

	The rest of the day was spent in meetings with lobbyists and campaign consultants and other representatives the professor knew. There was talk of fund-raising and consultations and public relations support. Adam did not so much do the talking as let all of them talk, his face settling into an aloof stare that kept the other going.

	The last meeting of the day, over dinner, was with some former Democrats.

	“I worked for the Obama campaign in North Carolina,” Aaron Smith said. He was a tall, heavy-set man who must have been a linebacker at some point in time. “We certainly don’t oppose everything about him. We definitely don’t want to be involved with people who think he was born in Kenya or stuff like that.”

	“I’ve never been a fan of conspiracy theories myself,” Adam said. “Never assume malevolent intent when something can be explained by gross incompetence.”

	“That’s exactly it.” Aaron’s older brother, Greg, had the same stature and implied past profession. “Since he came into office it’s like he’s gotten this messiah complex. No interest in compromising across the aisle, just pushing through a standard liberal agenda.”

	“Don’t get us wrong,” Aaron said, “the Republicans are just as bad.”

	“Oh, certainly,” Adam said. “When it comes to the issues that matter, the two parties are just each other’s enabler. That’s why I think it’s so important to establish a third party. But the problem is that there are too many third party contenders. If we’re going to take on the establishment we need a united front.”

	“So what is your party’s platform?”

	“The platform doesn’t matter. What’s important is getting on the ballot and getting candidates out there. Candidates who can win.”

	“But,” Aaron looked around in confusion. “The platform is critical. How do you expect to unite anybody behind you if they don’t know what you stand for?”

	“Those are questions for wonks. The American people don’t care about party platforms. They care about jobs, about improving the economy, which means siding with them against Wall Street and big government. Everything else is noise.”

	“What you stand for isn’t noise. That’s the whole point of being involved in politics, is so you can, can enact some policy goals.”

	“Enacting policy goals. There’s a real rallying cry.”

	“If you don’t have a platform then even if you win you won’t have a mandate. What good is winning elections if you don’t have a mandate?”

	Adam held up a single finger. “What good is a mandate if you can’t win elections? Haven’t you been paying attention to how the electoral system works in this country? It’s winner takes all. Winning an election IS a mandate. Party platforms and policy statements just give a reason for people to quibble with us and for us to argue among ourselves. Winning elections means standing apart from that kind of mudslinging fray.”

	Aaron shot a glance over at his brother.

	“He has a point,” Greg said.

	“You’re really thinking about . . .” Aaron could only gesture toward Adam in exasperation.

	“Well, I mean, I’d vote for him.”

	“For what though?” Aaron asked.

	“I mean for him, for Mr. Hanson. Wouldn’t you?”

	“What has he done though?”

	“What has anybody done?” Greg shrugged.

	“He’s been on YouTube with some speeches. Who cares? Sorry, no offense, but that’s not a big list of accomplishments.”

	“I was not speaking of running myself,” Adam said. “We’ll be looking for candidates with experience, like yourselves. I’d prefer to get people with some experience in elections to switch over to the party, to provide us with a sort of base.”

	“You want them to switch to your side but you have no platform?”

	“He does have a compelling argument though,” Greg said. “What good are a bunch of policy goals that just get ignored once someone’s in office, like with Obama?”

	Aaron scowled, his heavy-set face contorting into an odd shape, as he stared into space. “Well, I’m gonna need to think about this some more.”

	On the bus ride home, night fallen outside, Adam sat near the front reading. He was not paying much attention to his book, though, and was happy to look up when Jenny came wandering forward.

	“Can I ask you something, Adam?”

	“Of course.”

	“Why didn’t you tell those guys, the Smith brothers, what you stand for?”

	“In part, because they already know. In part, for the exact reason I said. Why start an argument? It was obvious when we sat down that at least the older one was with us.”

	She managed to ask what he meant with just a tilt of her head.

	Adam shrugged. “Some people just get it.”

	 

	His move to Austin also meant that Adam had switched churches. From Foreman’s little congregation, he graduated to a larger gathering, introduced to him by Anthony Duncan and also attended by several other party deacons. It was how they knew each other, it seemed. It was also how they all knew Allen Rose. He was the pastor.

	It was an obvious sort of thing, and Adam felt silly for not realizing it sooner. For all the times he had been to rallies and meetings with Allen he had never asked, or thought about, the man’s day job. It was a little strange how the unassuming, thick-glasses man breathed such fire from the pulpit.

	“If you were to take all the homosexuals,” this was one of his favorite refrains, “and put them on an island, they would all die off without producing another generation, as surely as if they had some debilitating disease. Homosexuality is a disease among us. It must be treated. It must be isolated and contained and eradicated just as was done with small pox.”

	After Sunday services Adam often had lunch with the deacons. For all their grumbling they seemed to have forgotten they were supposed to be mad at Adam. Instead they focused on the potential they now had with candidates and outside money. Adam often sat quiet through these meetings, staring into an indeterminate distance or observing with his intense look. When he did interrupt it was with passion and conviction, not to ask or even argue, but to declare. To them he was a quiet but relentless promise of the future.

	It was at one of these brunches that Anthony Duncan first invited him over to dinner. A healthy drive from the city, the Duncan McMansion sat on several acres of fallow land with a plot of well-manicured grass stamped on the front end. The driveway was bigger than Adam’s apartment.

	The place was often resplendent with grandchildren. They chased each other through the vast backyard with water-guns or laser tag shooters. They played in the pool or among the ponds and fountains that had once held koi. Adam and Anthony would walk around the grounds in the fall afternoons, watching the kids and talking. The copse of trees in the back, the hedges near the house, the pool and the little gazebo with enclosed hot tub, the two story house with the turret in front, inspired Adam’s imagination, and he would ask the kids if they had found any dark elves in the far woods or Zora in the great blue lake. Sometimes they ignored him; sometimes they took off in search of these beasts.

	As twilight would thicken, the kids would still be playing and the men still talking. It was not until Mrs. Duncan came out on the back porch where there hung a triangle used as an actual dinner bell, that they gathered to eat.

	On his third or fourth such visit, with the whole clan present, Adam was asked to say grace, and he knew he was part of the family.

	“Dear Lord. Thank you for this meal and for all the friends around me, and for all the meals and all the friends before and all those we hope are yet to come. And in the inevitable shadows may your light bear us through. Amen.”

	“That was lovely, Adam,” Mrs. Duncan said.

	“This guy,” Anthony smiled. He seemed about to say something more. “This guy.”

	One weekend Adam arrived at the house with a giant stack of spiral notebooks and papers. “I believe,” he said, “I have here the party platform.”

	“All that?”

	“This is a draft. I want your help refining it, narrowing it down.”

	Anthony looked him over, just standing in the doorway for a moment, before at last inviting Adam inside. “I thought we were going to go over that at the next meeting.”

	“Yes, but you know how those go. I figured it would be better to have something to present for approval, instead of just hashing it out from scratch.”

	“Alright then.”

	“I’d like to start going over it as soon as possible.”

	“Okay, okay. Meet me in my office. I’ll be right over.”

	The western end of the house featured a corner room with floor-to-ceiling windows, a wrap-around desk, and flooring of dark, rich wood. Paperwork from the occasional consulting work Anthony did stood stacked across the desk. Adam pushed this aside to clear space as Anthony arrived.

	Adam spread out his papers and began laying out his vision.

	“David is not going to like some of this.”

	“Just because he’s a college professor doesn’t mean he knows everything,” Adam said without looking up. “Allen has a lot of really good ideas too.”

	“I won’t argue with that.”

	So he said, but argue with much of it he did. They talked for hours, until Mrs. Duncan came calling at the door. Anthony told her to give them just a few more minutes. A half-hour later she was back, insisting upon dinner, only to have Anthony tell her they would have to eat later, that they were in the middle of something that was best not left on hold. A few hours after that she stopped by again to explain that she had left dinner in the fridge for them, and an hour or two after that she peeked in to say goodnight.

	Through bleary eyes they poured over Adam’s notes and literature he had compiled from various groups. They created lists, modified them, added and subtracted, crumpled them up and started over.

	At last it came down to Anthony drawing a line through an item he had written. “Okay. So instead of twenty-five items we’re down to, um,” he was slow to count the non-crossed out items, his eyes going in and out of focus, and had to restart a couple times. “Ten, total. You think that’s short enough?”

	“Ten items.” Adam’s eyes lit up. “Like the Bill of Rights. Or the Ten Commandments. I think it’s perfect.”

	Anthony smiled as he looked up at Adam, then his gaze drifted away out the window. “Oh geez! It’s morning.”

	Adam spun around in his seat. Out the window they could see sunlight striking the tops of the trees.

	“So it is,” Adam said with a big smile.

	 

	As always, the deacons grumbled about the expense of the convention hall, but on kickoff night they sat along the front table with the candidates and toasted. Michael Ellis, once a boisterous malcontent about Adam’s course of action, transformed into a rollicking Santa Claus as he MC’d the event, introducing speakers like he was handing out presents.

	If Carl Hardy was awkward and Allen Rose a little stilted in announcing their campaigns, then William Lindberg at least brought some poise and energy to the proceedings. He appeared in a black suit with white cowboy boots and hat. Along with his handlebar mustache it might have been comical, except this was Texas, and he made it work.

	“Like the Alamo,” he said, “the passage of Obamacare is not just a lost battle. It is a rallying cry to win the war. By retaking Congress this November, we conservatives can still undo much of the damage President Obama has done. While policies that suppress jobs will continue under this president, the innovative spirit of America remains and job creators stand ready to be unleashed as soon as they are given the opportunity.”

	At the far end of the head table Adam slumped a little in his chair.

	“You okay?” Professor Atkinson leaned over and whispered to him.

	“Are you?” Adam noticed the professor’s bloodshot eyes.

	“I’m fine. You look spent though.”

	“Nah, I’m fine.”

	“It’s okay to be nervous. This is a big speech.”

	“It’s not my speech I’m nervous about.” Adam let his gaze drift off to the podium.

	Atkinson shot a look that way. “You don’t like this speech?”

	“The speech is alright. Delivery is a little bland.”

	“It’s better than listening to Hardy go into excruciating detail on nuclear subsidies.”

	“Same problem. Energy independence is good and all but his delivery, ugh.”

	“That’s why we have you. As soon as you joined I knew you’d do what these guys couldn’t.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	Before Atkinson could say more there was a set of clapping that let everyone know Representative Lindberg had finished. Adam poised himself while Ellis took the podium again. “Our keynote speaker tonight is the chairman of our party and a great source of our newfound energy . . .”

	“You ready?” Atkinson whispered. Adam nodded, more to himself. “Knock ‘em out.”

	As he was introduced and the audience applauded, Adam got up and made his way to the podium, not allowing himself to look their way. Instead he stared at the giant flag unfurled behind the stage, depicting a coiled rattlesnake and the phrase ‘Don’t Tread on Me,’ both in red and white stripes, against a blue background. He smiled to himself as he mounted the podium.

	Like with the space he had rented for offices, the deacons had complained that this convention hall was too large, that they would never fill the place. Out there Adam saw people filling the aisles, people standing in the back, people crammed around the open doorways. It was a larger crowd then he had ever spoken to, or played guitar for, or even imagined. He would later talk about how some lesser men would have frozen in that instance, or would have prevailed only through gimmicks, imagining the audience naked or whatever. For Adam it was natural. Looking out at all those people, as a hush fell over the room, the words to his speech crystallized in his mind, harder and sharper and clearer than when he memorized them that afternoon. He could not help but smile.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, with such a smirk and inflection that just this line got a scattered chuckle. “You’ve met our candidates. Our first candidates, here in Texas. Already the National Tea Party is registering candidates in other states. You’ll find they have some diverse opinions, but at the core we believe the same things. That’s what I want to talk about tonight, those core beliefs that bind our new party.

	“The existing parties do not have core principles. They call themselves ‘big tent’ parties, but in truth they’re just diluted. Watered down, pro-Wall Street, status quo parties. There are plenty of conservative-minded politicians out there, Republicans and yes, Democrats too, and some that even have some good ideas. But they are all beholden to the washed out parties.

	“The importance of a third party is the importance of a new voice. I stand before you tonight to speak with a new voice for America, undiluted by trying to appeal to everybody, unafraid that I might offend someone. I do not speak for all Americans!” His voice raised on this line and in so doing sent a shudder and a hush across the crowd. “I only speak for the real ones.”

	As the applause went on, Adam looked down at the podium. Ellis had left a paper copy of the schedule there, and he took a moment to give it an off-handed examination. It was a little gesture he had learned, a practice to refocus and re-crystallize his thoughts.

	“When,” Adam tried to start, before pausing to wait for some last applause. “When God made his covenant with the human race he did so with ten commandments, ten simple rules to guide our lives. The National Tea Party, in asking for your votes, is making a promise to America, and I take this promise with the utmost seriousness. That is why our core principles, in my mind, form a covenant with you, the American people. We have ten core principles, and as you shall see they derive directly from those ten commandments.

	“But as I say, we are not the party of Wall Street, of big business and special interest. We are a party of real Americans. These principles are not just mine, but all of ours. So I ask you, as I name them, to render a verdict on each, that each is a principle you are willing to accept for yourself.”

	He took a deep breath before continuing.

	“The first commandment says that thou shalt have no other God before Me. As the first commandment you might think we would pay it the most heed, but so much is put before God in America today. That is why the first principle of the National Tea Party is to state, unequivocally, that America’s moral authority, in the world and at home, comes from its founding Christian principles. It was Christian ideals that guided the founding fathers when they established this country, and we must hold to those ideals if we are to remain in God’s light. I speak here of ideals, not just piety before the Lord, but also charity and compassion, and hope and thrift and honesty and all those things we as Christians strive to live up to.”

	He paused for a moment to lean back, as if taking in the whole crowd again. “Is this something you can put your name to? Does this sound like a political party you can support?” A low murmur passed through the crowd. “Well? Does it?”

	A cry of ‘yes’ went up from about half those present. Adam just smiled. “Which leads me to the second commandment, declaring that thou shalt not make unto thee any graven images. False gods. America is replete with them. Atheism, secular humanism, junk science all threaten to replace our Christian ideals as the guiding principles of America. Never is it asked just where such things will guide us, though you can be certain it is not to God’s light.

	“That is why the National Tea Party rejects such false beliefs, and make no mistake, they are beliefs. Belief in evolution, belief in global warming, belief in atheism, they are religions in every sense. Religions based upon belief in things that cannot be proven, but wrapped in the mantle of science in order to declare them proven and force them down our throats. We reject, in every way and on every level, these false beliefs. Does that sound like a principle you can support?” 

	This time the ‘yes’ from the crowd was quicker and louder.

	“The third commandment is not to take the Lord’s name in vain, which means several different things, but to me it means first and foremost not to appeal to God for petty matters or self-glorification. We should not pray for light traffic or to become rich and famous. We pray for what matters. For everything else we must look to ourselves. That is why we must not seek answers from higher human authority. Government at the highest level is not useful government. All decisions are best made at the lowest level possible. That is why the National Tea Party supports empowering state and local governments at the expense of the one-size-fits-all federal level solutions. Is that a political principle you will support?”

	“Yes!”

	“The fourth commandment says to remember the Sabbath. That which is holy must not be profaned, and the same goes for the Bible and Christian principles. If that which is holy is to remain so the Bible must be the basis for American law. Would the Bible’s law have your support?”

	“Yes!”

	“The fifth commandment calls to honor thy father and mother. Honor thy family. Individuals, families, loved ones, these are the sources of strength and support and authority in our lives. Look to them, not the government, for support, and allow them, not the government, authority. Would you support the authority of the family?”

	“Yes!”

	“The sixth commandment is thou shalt not kill. The violent abrogation of another’s rights is among the most heinous crimes I know, yet it is the policy of the government to regularly violate the rights of others for the good of society. We reject that in every way. The government must never violate the rights of individuals even for the betterment of society. Would you also hold the rights of each individual sacrosanct from government intrusion?”

	“Yes!”

	“The seventh commandment says thou shalt not commit adultery, which is to say to be faithless in one’s relationships. So must the government not be faithless in its relationship to us. We the people are the ultimate authority! Not the government. The government works for us, we do not work for it. Will you stand by me to say Washington works for us?!”

	“Yes!”

	“The eighth commandment is thou shalt not steal. Stealing is one of the government’s most common practices, extracting money from each of our paychecks without our permission to pay for things we do not need or want. The National Tea Party stands for everyone being entitled to the fruits of their labor. Taxation should never penalize work or innovation. Will you stand with me in rejecting confiscatory taxes?”

	“Yes!”

	“The ninth commandment is thou shalt not bear false witness. Not to others, and not to yourself. Never should we accept in silence the failings of our government. To thine own selves be true. Our principle states that the questioning of authority is the highest of American ideals. Will you stand with me to question the unquestioned acceptance of what our government is doing?”

	“Yes!”

	“The tenth commandment calls upon us all to not covet that which is our neighbors. Thou shalt not covet! Our Declaration of Independence says we have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. We do not have the right to equal outcomes. We do not have the right to take that which we did not earn. We do not have the right to confiscate, to steal, from the more fortunate to give to those who will not work for it. We do not have the right to free stuff! Will you stand with me to say that we all, us real Americans, will not accept handouts stolen from our fellows? Will you stand with me to say that we will all rise and fall on our own merits? Will you stand with me!?”

	As he reached his crescendo Adam was drenched in sweat. He looked out at the crowd, uncertain when they had all gotten to their feet. They were applauding him, giving him a standing ovation, the entire mass returning his energy with a wall of sound. With his sleeve he wiped sweat from his forehead, and smiled.

	Some dizzying time later Adam stood next to a refreshments table where a line had formed to shake his hand. I have been told some were reduced to tears by his ‘Ten Principles’ speech, though that story may be apocryphal. He was congratulated in grandiose terms, hailed and saluted as a man destined for greatness.

	At last there emerged, from out of the line and the blur of time, the radiant blonde halo of Jenny. She came forward and threw herself into his arms.

	“Adam, that was amazing.”

	“You don’t think I overdid it?” He wiped sweat onto his sleeve again.

	“No, no, that was awesome.”

	She paused for a moment to look up at him, then let her eyes drop and began, absently, to straighten his collar and tie.

	Adam kept one arm around her as they both turned at the approach of someone else. A man with short hair and wire rim glasses stood hesitant a short ways away, uncertain if he was disturbing an intimate moment.

	“Mr. Hanson?”

	“Please. Adam.”

	“Adam.” He paused for a moment as if recording that somewhere, then smiled and offered his hand. “Michael Franks. That was an incredible speech.”

	“Thank you.”

	“I’m, uh, I’m actually a friend of Thor.”

	“Oh,” Jenny said. “You’re the lawyer right? Thor mentioned you.”

	“He did? Oh good.”

	“I haven’t heard about this,” Adam said.

	“I just passed the bar, actually. Thor mentioned that you might have the need for a, for legal advice. He said your party might want to retain a lawyer. Told me I should come check out what you guys were all about.”

	“I trust you liked what you heard.”

	“I was impressed. I mean . . . well look, I don’t want to take more of your time. Let me give you my card.” From within his suit he produced a business card. “If you’re in need of counsel . . .”

	Adam took the card, looked it over, then shoved it in his own pocket. At the same time he produced from within his own business card. “Sounds good. You’re hired.”

	“I . . .”

	“This is our party headquarters,” Adam handed him the card. “Stop by later this week, we’ll talk.”

	“I . . . well, thank you. Adam. Again, incredible speech. I can’t say enough about how good it was.”

	“I appreciate that.”

	“You did have to sort of stretch to make all the commandments work, I noticed.” Adam made a little self-effacing shrug. “But whatever, that’s nothing, you made it work, and you delivered it with this . . . it’s like every other politician has this little tiny stick of talking points they beat you with over and over, and you just showed up and cut through everything with a broadsword.”

	Adam smirked at this. “I think we’re going to get along just fine, Mr. Franks. There are already too many Mikes though, so you may find yourself becoming ‘Short Mike’.”

	Before they could talk further more people approached to congratulate Adam, and Franks took the chance to take his leave. Adam let his gaze wander as the haze of admiration washed over him.

	Jenny, still wrapped around one arm, angled to catch Adam’s gaze. “You hired him just like that?”

	“You mean the lawyer?”

	“Yeah. Just based on him knowing Thor?”

	“No, not because of that. I think he’ll be a good fit.”

	“You just met him. What gave you that impression?”

	“It was just that, an impression. With people I just like to go with my gut.”

	 

	“Gooooood Mooornnnnning! To all you out there in the heart of America. Or in the arms of America, the legs, the head, the lungs, the gastrointestinal track. Wherever in the body politic you find yourself this morning. It’s seventeen past the hour. What hour? Why of course,” here the host interrupted himself with a prerecorded clip, a deep bass voice announcing, “The Darkest Hour, with Derrick Holcomb.”

	“Yes,” Derrick said. “This is the Darkest Hour and I am your host, Derrick Holcomb, reminding you that it is always darkest before the dawn. I’m joined this morning by a rising political star, I think it’s fair to say. Adam Hanson is the chairman of the National Tea Party. Adam, may I call you Adam?”

	“Most people do.”

	“Adam, welcome to the show.”

	“It’s good to be here.”

	“Now, regular listeners will know I’ve had several guests who have mentioned you, most recently Representative William Lindberg, a friend of the show, told me you have to book Adam Hanson. He says Adam Hanson is the most dynamic man in politics today.”

	“Well,” Adam chuckled, “praise from Caesar.”

	“So let’s get right into it. Adam, I want to ask you, the Tea Party is a new force in American politics, it’s got a lot of energy, a lot of grassroots momentum I’m seeing out there, but I want to start by asking you, is the Tea Party for real?”

	“As opposed to being imaginary?”

	This got a riotous laugh from the host. “Well put. But seriously, there have been a lot of attempts over the years to establish a viable third party in American politics. Can the Tea Party succeed where so many have failed? Can you form a viable third party?”

	“Well certainly the demand is out there. You can see the disillusionment with the Obama presidency, with the lack of compromise, the lack of transparency, all the broken campaign promises. But we’re just coming off eight years of incompetent Republican leadership as well.”

	“It was, wasn’t it?”

	“Oh absolutely. I mean, I recognize the reasons, the legitimate reasons for invading Iraq. I fought in Iraq. But the handling, the execution was atrocious. That’s without getting into the bailout of Wall Street that both parties are complicit in. So that’s the issue, as long as we are stuck in the two-party oligarchy there’s nothing we can do. People call to throw the bums out, but you can’t vote for nobody, for a seat to be empty. Throw the bums out just means throwing the old bums right back in.”

	“Absolutely, the revolving door.”

	“The revolving door,” Adam said. “Work in industry while you’re out of power, when you’re back in power come work for the federal regulators overseeing the company you just left. We were told there would be a new era of transparency with this president, throwing out the lobbyists and all that, but it’s business as usual, and I don’t think anybody really believes a McCain presidency or a Palin presidency or a, a Romney presidency would be any different.”

	“Oh sure. So the existing parties are both corrupt, but what is it about you, what is about the Tea Party, that will break through this deadlock?”

	Across the radio booth, Adam’s face went blank, his stare drifting to a far horizon. “I think it’s our destiny. I really do. I believe God has called upon me to do this, to save this country. I would not be here if I did not honestly believe that.”

	Derrick paused, looking at Adam, surprised by his intense yet unfocused stare. Then Adam returned, blinking and looking back at the host with a little smirk.

	“Well, Adam, unlike most people in the lamestream media I won’t scoff at you for saying that. Following God’s calling gets nothing but praise in my book. But from here what’s the strategy, what’s the game plan for breaking up the two-party oligarchy?”

	“It’s a long term process. We’re not gonna do it next election. I think the first step is building a united front. That’s why my party is called the National Tea Party, emphasis on the ‘National’. We need to build a national level party that can compete on the same field as the major parties. What’s important here, at this stage, is to not let ourselves become subsumed within the Republican party. I think that’s the mistake Ron Paul made in 2008 and the mistake other national organizations, Tea Party Express for example, are making. They are backing Republican candidates. They’re working within the Republican party. They’re not going to change the party in any meaningful way, they’re just going to become a forgotten corner of the ‘big tent.’ What I want is candidates who I know will stand for my principles, the principles of the Tea Party, and will act on them in office.”

	“Speaking of principles,” Derrick said with an audible smile. “I’m glad you said that because it makes for a great segue. Speaking of principles, you’ve outlined ten principles for the National Tea Party. I say you’ve outlined, you delivered them in a speech that rocked the house. I think our listeners really need to just hear it for themselves. We’re gonna post a link to the video up on our website, I encourage everyone to go check it out. Seriously, it will change your life.”

	“Thank you,” Adam said.

	“Oh, thank you. It’s been a long time since an old cynic like me saw something that moving. Even as cantankerous as I am I still agreed with ninety-five percent of what you said.”

	“Well I’m sure we won’t have to argue over five percent.”

	A broad smile erupted upon Derrick’s face. “Well put. Now, tell me, I heard a rumor, you delivered that speech from memory?”

	“I memorize all my speeches.”

	“Really?!”

	Adam shrugged, then remembered where he was. “I mean, yeah. It’s pretty easy to do. I mean, I guess if I were a normal politician and had to remember which nuance and which angle and which PC word I was supposed to be using today I might not be able to, but for me it’s easy. I know where I stand and that’s what I say.”

	“Still, that’s impressive. So, anyway, I’ve ruined the segue now, but I did want to ask you about your ten principles. They are based on the ten commandments.”

	“More like they are related.”

	“Related then. Of course, that gives them a religious tone, which I fully approve of, but I also noticed a, a libertarian perspective in them as well.”

	“Sure, that’s accurate.”

	“Do you sense any, um, any tension between those two? Between Christian principles and libertarian principles?”

	“No, not at all.”

	There was a pause that Derrick had to break with a chuckle. “Okay then, not at all. Can you elaborate on that?”

	“To me, you see, God created people with free will. He didn’t have to, he could have not given people free will and then there would never be sin. But he gave humans free will, gave us the choice to decide for ourselves, even if it means we screw up sometimes. That’s what libertarianism is about, about the government giving people the freedom to decide for themselves, not forcing something on them. God is the original libertarian.”

	“I’ve never thought about it that way,” Derrick said. “Now though, I wanted to also ask you specifically, since you gave the speech, and, let me plug it again, this is something I want everyone out there to go see. Since you gave that speech there have been some voices in the liberal media, of course,  who have been critical, specifically of your giving voice to Christian principles.”

	“To be expected.”

	“Of course, of course, no surprise there. The liberal media is now trying to label the National Tea Party as extremist, as, as religious extremists, as someone who wants to force their religious beliefs on others.”

	“Do you have a specific question or are you just waiting for me to rise to the bait?”

	This got another big laugh from the host. “Oh, the latter. I’d like to hear your response. You say you’re trying to build a party on the level of the two major parties, how do you get past this sort of, of, of propaganda?”

	“Look, the ten principles I outlined, they’re what my party stands for, what I stand for. It’s not a call to force anything on anybody. I’m putting myself out there, this is where I stand. It looks extreme only because the major parties, they won’t do anything like this. They try to occupy a squishy middle ground, appeal to everyone, never say anything to risk offending anybody ever.

	“That’s not how political parties should work and it’s not how mine works. I’m standing up to say this is what I believe. If you like it, if you like what you hear, you should vote for us. If you don’t like it then don’t vote Tea Party candidates. It’s that simple. Nothing extreme about it, nobody being forced to do anything, it’s just a statement of the principles that guide us, now and in the future.”

	“I hate to interrupt that thought because I really want to talk about this more, but we’re gonna have to take a break here. Can you stick around?”

	“I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Great. We’ll be right back for more with Adam Hanson of the National Tea Party.”

	Adam ended up on the air for more than three hours, usurping several other guests and segments, as he embarked on an extended odyssey with Derrick Holcomb.

	“Why don’t we go ahead and take a few more phone calls.”

	“No more offers of marriage please,” Adam said. “I’m still flattered but I haven’t broken up with my girlfriend in the past hour.”

	“That is a first for this show, by the way. Just one proposal, that is, by itself would have been a first.”

	“I’m at a loss myself. I was not that popular in high school, that’s for sure.”

	“Chicks dig a guy who can play guitar. Alright, caller from Memphis, you’re on the air.”

	“Hi, yeah. Love your show Mr. Holcomb. I wanted to ask, um, Mr. Hanson said earlier he thought Republicans were making a mistake trying to repeal Obamacare, but how can that be a mistake if . . .”

	“Okay, okay,” Adam said. “Hold up right there, I know where you’re going with this. I realize Obamacare has got people mad and for good reason, it’s inefficient bureaucracy and another unnecessary government intrusion into our lives. But as a Christian, I don’t want to see unnecessary suffering either. If some good comes out of it, if some people get healthcare that wouldn’t have, then at least there’s some good, even if the negatives outweigh the positives.

	“But compare that to other federal bureaucracies. Like the Department of Education. What does the Department of Education do that local school districts and state agencies can’t handle? It’s just a clearing house for federal money. It’s a giant middle man. There’s no good coming out of that, there’s no, ‘well at least it did a little bit of good for somebody.’ It’s just federal expansion for its own sake. Things like this I consider a higher priority.”

	“You mentioned before proposing an alternate plan,” Derrick said. “What did you have in mind?”

	“Yeah, good point, this is another drawback to the two party system. The Republicans don’t have an alternative to Obamacare. Or if they do, they aren’t promoting it. Why bother? When you’re the only alternative you don’t need to stand for anything, all you have to do is drag down your opponent. Actually having ideas can only be a downside. That’s why we desperately need a viable third party, to force everyone to define where they stand.

	“For my own alternative I would focus not on repeal but simply on passing smaller measures to mute the more egregious problems. I would start with eliminating the employer subsidy for health insurance and giving that to individuals instead, let people shop for their own healthcare. That’s a revenue-neutral approach, just changes where we spend money, not how much we spend, and you’ll note it gives more power to individual Americans. Combine that with a requirement that hospitals establish transparency in their pricing and now you have individuals shopping around for non-emergency care. Let the free market do the rest.”

	When at last the whole thing, the interview, the program, the journey, concluded and Adam stepped out of the booth Derrick Holcomb was right behind him.

	“Adam,” Derrick said. “I wanted to personally thank you for coming in.”

	“Oh, thank you. I need this kind of publicity.”

	“You’re probably the best guest I’ve ever had. I mean that seriously, I fully expect this is going to be my top rated episode. Ever.”

	“I’m glad I could help.”

	“I have some, uh, there are some friends of the show who are, who have some influence in Republican fund raising, here in Nevada as well as in Texas, that I think would be very interested in meeting you.”

	This got a smile from Adam that lit up the fire in his eyes. “I would be very interested in meeting them too.”

	 

	As the campaign season for the midterm elections gained momentum, so did Adam. His days consisted of sweeping into the headquarters offices or the nerve center of some individual campaign like a hurricane making landfall, a storm surge of aides, Jenny foremost among them, in front of him. The kids, college student volunteers who had once given their energy to the quixotic campaign of Ron Paul and who now staffed campaign centers, manned phone banks, and canvassed neighborhoods, adored Adam. He remembered everyone’s name, the details of their lives. He would ask about them in particular, want to know how it was going and what they needed. He would give individualized pep talks or chat about Xbox games and the upcoming NFL season if they wanted. His future penchant for winning votes one painstaking individual voter at a time was on full display.

	So, for that matter, was his tireless speech-making and fund-raising. Unlike so many politicians I have met, Adam never felt even a little squeamish about going around asking for money. He had been a panhandling guitar player once, after all.

	That Fourth of July, he followed up with Derrick Holcomb’s invite to some gala event and found himself in a new suit taking Jenny in an over-priced dress on a date that began with a limousine ride.

	As they climbed in, the opulence of the limo itself was overwhelmed by the radiance of their hosts. Derrick Holcomb wore a pinstripe suit that accentuated his tall frame. Next to him was a blonde-haired, pale-skinned, bright-red-lipped woman. Her beauty was of a preternatural kind, the kind lamented by hard-boiled detectives and ached over by poets. Her name, of course, was Helen.

	“Honey,” Derrick introduced her, “meet Adam Hanson.”

	“A pleasure,” she said with a vague New England accent.

	Adam spent his first limo ride doing nothing but sitting across from Helen Holcomb, staring at her, realizing he was staring, unable to stop. The long trip delivered them beyond the city limits to a giant estate. Their hostess, one Elise Midford, wife of a telecom magnate, and her daughter Temperance, were on hand to greet them. Elise had a giant grey updo and giant dangling earrings. Her daughter wore a single-shoulder evening gown in an American flag pattern. Both held themselves like royalty right up to the moment they were introduced to Adam.

	“I’ve heard so much about you,” Elise said.

	“Really? I guess I’m not used to my reputation preceding me.” 

	“Oh, I’m sure it will be preceding you for a ways from now on.”

	Adam just smiled and let her gush. His aloofness only highlighted her interest, making her pile on more superlatives. For his part, Adam kept eyeing the fact that Derrick and Helen had moved ahead into the party.

	As they advanced inside themselves, they found that Adam’s preceding reputation had gone ahead and laid a gauntlet of talking traps in front of him. Everyone wanted to meet the dynamic chairman, wanted to know what he thought about some issue or some news item or some bit of trivia. They wanted to know his style, his habits, his idiosyncrasies. They wanted to know how he memorized all his speeches.

	“I don’t know,” Adam said. “I just kinda do it.”

	They advanced further, trench warfare style. As they moved, Jenny continued to gawk at the palatial glamour of it all, but Adam was starting to drift.

	“Wow, look . . .” She was about to point out a giant indoor fountain a room over, but then realized Adam was just staring into the distance again. She pulled him aside.

	“Adam,” she said. “Adam?”

	“Hmm?”

	“Are you okay?”

	“Yeah, I’m fine.”

	She sighed and looked down, summoning the will to meet his gaze again. “Adam, would you . . . would you please consider maybe . . . getting treatment.”

	“Hmph?”

	“You have VA benefits you know. I looked into it. You could . . .”

	“Treatment?”

	“For PTSD.”

	“I’ve told you, there’s no post . . .”

	“. . . about it, I know, please stop saying that. I worry about you.”

	“Why?” Adam asked.

	“You, you zone out sometimes. You just, it’s like you’re catatonic.”

	“I’m just, I’m trying to think.”

	“About what?”

	In answer all Adam could do was stare off into the distance.

	“Please, tell me. I want to know.”

	“It’s . . . hard to put it into words. It’s just, parties like this, I just sometimes wish a horde of barbarians would show up and smash everything.”

	Jenny could only give a perplexed look.

	“These people, they’re . . . they’re not heroes. They’re not trying to be heroes, not trying to, to live up to what it means to be human. They’ve never truly experienced pain.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“You can’t be this pretentious, this . . .” For lack of a word he waved his hand at the splendor of the room. “Anybody who’s ever known real hardship doesn’t need all this, this glamour. This is the kind of experience sought by people who have never truly been alive.”

	“That is . . . not what I expected you to say at all.”

	He drew a deep sigh. “I’m sorry. This was supposed to be my chance to take you somewhere really fancy, and now I’m not showing you a very good time at all.”

	“It’s okay.” She touched his shoulder. “Let’s get something to eat.”

	At the buffet they met back up with Derrick and Helen.

	“So what do you think of all this?” Helen asked him.

	“It’s nice,” Adam said.

	“Nice?”

	Adam shrugged, resettling his suit jacket. “I guess I’m more of a backyard barbeque and jeans kind of guy myself.”

	“Amen.”

	“There’s a secret to enjoying parties like this,” Derrick said.

	“Oh?”

	“Alcohol.”

	Helen let out a natural, open-mouthed laugh, but Adam continued to scowl. “I don’t drink,” he said.

	“Oh yes, you mentioned.”

	“Do you ever drink?” Helen asked.

	“I did once, vowed to never again, and I stick to that.”

	“That’s admirable of you.”

	“There’s nothing wrong with drinking,” Derrick said.

	“I didn’t say that,” Helen gave her husband a playful slap on the shoulder. “It’s admirable to make a promise to yourself and keep it.”

	“Oh come on, it’s not like he’s an addict. Come on, Adam, why not give it another try?”

	“Give alcohol another try,” Adam said in a deadpan.

	It got another of those big, natural laughs from Helen. “You’re fine, Adam. You keep on abstaining. I’ll still respect you.”

	“Well here’s your chance if you wanna try,” Jenny said as a waiter with a tray of champagne glasses passed by. She abstained as well while the Holcombs claimed drinks.

	“So, Adam,” Helen said, “if not alcohol what does get you high?”

	“Alcohol gets you high?”

	“I was being metaphorical. What’s your guilty pleasure?”

	“I live without guilt.”

	“Is he always like this?” Helen asked of Jenny.

	“Always.” She wrapped herself around Adam’s arm. “I love him anyway.”

	“So I still want to know,” Helen said. “I’m not quitting until I get an answer.”

	“An answer to what exactly?” Adam asked.

	“What gets you high? What turns you on? What gets you off?”

	He looked out across the crowded room, wondering if anybody was eavesdropping on his conversation. It seemed an explosive one to have in this setting. Which, he thought, was just the sort of thing he wanted to see. He smiled to himself.

	“I wish I had something profound to answer. Nowadays it’s the rush of a cheering crowd. When I’m giving a big speech or something I sort of get transported to this ethereal realm where, I don’t know, where it’s like I’m the sun and I’ve been surrounded by mirrors, reflecting back all the energy I put out. It’s . . . sorry, that was kind of stupid.”

	“No, Adam,” Jenny said. “That was awesome and profound. How come you never tell me stuff like that?”

	“I never really thought of it like that until just now. I guess it’s how I envisioned being a rock star would be. Music, I suppose,” he turned to Helen. “Before I joined the service and all, music was really my, my drug of choice.”

	“You play an instrument then?”

	“Guitar. I learned a little bit of drumming when I was in New York, but not really.”

	She flashed a coy little smirk.

	A little later that evening, out on the veranda as everyone waited for a fireworks display to begin, Derrick introduced Adam to another friend of his, one Maria Hubert.

	“My son has an interest in getting involved in politics,” she said. She was a tough, thick sort of woman, an executive involved somewhere in the oil industry. “Unfortunately neither of us know where to start.”

	From a little behind Maria, where he hung back in an awkward pose, her son stepped forward. In contrast to his mom, he was tall and gangly and moved in a spastic, controlled flail, as if he were put together with rubber bands. He managed an aura of wealth if not class about him as he extended a hand.

	“Rudy Hubert.”

	“A pleasure,” Adam said. “You’ve come to the right place, assuming of course what you’re interest in is making a difference and not just some sort of prestige trip or kickbacks.”

	“Oh, no, no, no way.”

	“We’re hardly in need of a kickback,” Maria said. “Tell me though, Mr. Hanson, what exactly does your party stand for?”

	“Well I can get into more details if you want, but a basic summary of our philosophy is that people are both an ends and a means. We’re the means in God’s plan, which we can’t know, or only know little parts of. Otherwise, beyond that, each person is an end unto themselves. That’s really the core of libertarian thought. If we all knew what God’s plan was well then, obviously, we should and would all go off and follow whatever that was, regardless of what each of us wanted to do. But since we don’t know, we can’t know, we all have to find our own way, and it’s important we all be free to find our own way. That’s really the core of where my principles come from.”

	Adam delivered this little spiel with a dry, level, ungrandiose poise, as if still recovering from his catatonia. By the end both Huberts looked stunned.

	“That’s . . . a really good way to put it,” Rudy said.

	“Now, did you say you’re the chairman of this party?” Maria asked.

	“I am the chairman and a member of the governing committee,” Adam said. “I’m putting together the organization and recruiting foot soldiers. What I need now is men who can get out in front and lead, fresh faces to do the hard work of running for office. That, of course, and funding. Funding is always needed.”

	“I appreciate that you’re up front about that.”

	“I’m up front about everything, ma’am. It’s how I operate.”

	The Huberts took Adam and Jenny onward to meet some of their friends in turn. Between stories of panhandling in New York or bomb-hunting in Fallujah, talk of libertarian philosophy or critiques of Keynesian economics, and an encyclopedic knowledge of music and movies, Adam could keep just about anybody’s attention.

	Few people were unconvinced that he held some great destiny.

	



	

Chapter 14

	 

	THE FLAME OF THE WEST

	 

	Six years in the making, over twelve-hundred pages long, with interviews and recordings and documents forming appendices that doubled that length, the White Report, so-named because it emerged from the White Commission, led by former Senator Douglas White (R-Va), landed like a bombshell as big as the nuclear blast upon which it was reporting.

	The commission labored for most of its time in relative obscurity, its findings reported but swallowed up by louder news. When President McHenry formed the commission, it started with twelve members, all former senators or cabinet members, half Democrats and half Republicans. By the time it was done there were ten members and no such thing as a Republican. In between, the commission reconstructed a timeline of everything Miguel Villarreal did in the weeks and hours leading up to The Event. They poured over the meaning of his hidden portal cut in the back of his truck cabin, over his experience with electronics and batteries, over his blog post ramblings. They documented in torturous detail the extreme environmentalist groups that transported the bomb. The commission put together, in short, a report that would provide me with everything I would come to know about the President’s Day Attack.

	None of this differed in substance from what was known the day after. Where the report became volatile was in the large middle section in which it constructed a pedigree for the ten-kiloton fission bomb itself.

	I learned about the controversy a couple weeks before the report was released. I was sitting with Fred Alderman, just the two of us, in a White House conference room, waiting for some postponed meeting to start. I was reading an article online.

	“Did you see this?” I asked. “Two of the Democrats on the White Commission quit yesterday.”

	“I know. I was there.”

	“You were there?”

	“The other night when they met with the president.” Fred glanced over his shoulder.

	“It says here they refused to sign off on part of the commission report.”

	“Yes, that’s how it went down.”

	“Interesting.” I wanted to ask him more but was afraid to pry.

	Fred glanced around again then continued in a low voice. “There’s evidence the bomb didn’t come from Pakistan.”

	“I’ve heard the speculation about that.”

	“This is more. More than speculation that is, maybe not quite hard evidence. Is soft evidence a thing? Russian intelligence, apparently, has information that links the bomb to Iran.”

	I put down my notebook and stared at him. “That . . . would be big. If it’s true.”

	“The rest of the commission thought it was compelling enough, they agreed to put it in the final report, but Chandler and Dr. Hatch both refused to sign off on it. They said the report from Russia was too vague, they thought it might be fake.”

	“Did this have to be a unanimous thing?”

	“The final report? Yeah, all the commissioners have to sign off on it. The president and, well, everybody else at the meeting, they tried to convince them to sign off. Boy did they try.”

	Fred glanced over his shoulder again then began relating the scene. The entire commission, the president, Secretary Geare, Franks, all stuffed into the Cabinet Room. The two holdouts, both women, both former senators, were hounded by everyone. Emily Hatch, a surgeon by training, seemed on the verge of tears, while Fran Chandler stared ahead in defiant stoicism.

	“You are doing a disservice to your country,” Adam told them. “We’ve already lost years pursuing the wrong culprits, and now you’re going to open a debate that will waste more time, and all the while our enemies gather strength and probe our defenses.”

	“I admit the evidence the bomb came from Pakistan is shaky,” Chandler said, “but how can we sign off on this report? This Russian document you have is third hand information. We have nothing to corroborate it except President Yuletin’s word.”

	“In the end, it doesn’t matter whether you sign this off,” Adam said. “I’ll evaluate the intelligence myself and act accordingly. But if you create dissension on the commission it makes us look weak, unsure of ourselves. It will give the Ayatollahs an excuse to resist an inspection regime. And if that comes back to haunt us, it’s on you.”

	At that point, the president got up from his seat, according to Fred, interrupting both retorts and support from around the table. “Think about it,” he said as he pointed at the former senators, then left the room.

	The meeting, however, did not break up. Instead Geare took over the badgering. He had a notebook with a version of the final report that included this new Russian intelligence and which was connected to a thumb print scanner. He pushed it in front of the senators and asked for their approval. They pushed it back, saying they could not in good conscience sign it. Geare pushed it back at them and insisted. They pushed it back to him.

	Geare said if they did not sign the Iranians would know they had gotten away with a nuclear attack on America and would be emboldened to try another. Chandler said that was ridiculous and she would not sign something she did not believe in. The notebook and scanner got pushed off to the right, where Franks was sitting. He tried pushing it back to them, saying they were already signing off on shaky intelligence if they accepted the version that traced the bomb to Pakistan. They pushed the notebook away.

	By this point Geare was on his feet. He circled around the table, jostling aides as he went, to stand right behind the holdouts. He planted the notebook in front of them, held it down with one hand, then slammed the scanner in front of Dr. Hatch with the other. He insisted they approve the document for the good of the country. They still refused. The substantial girth of Secretary Geare started to invade Fran Chandler’s personal space. She tried to scoot her chair back but found aides behind her blocked her in, so instead she slipped up out of her chair to stand behind Senator White, who looked on with a skeptical bemusement.

	Then Geare picked up the notebook and scanner and tried to thrust in into Chandler’s hands, saying all the while that they were risking the nuclear destruction of another American city. Chandler retreated, shuffling along the crowded table. Geare pursued. By this point some aide had produced a second notebook and thumb print scanner that Franks was attempting to foist on Dr. Hatch. She made a similar retreat from her seat.

	“It was farce,” Fred said. “Just like in the run-up to the Mumbai conference. I slipped out of the room myself at that point because I was about to break out laughing.”

	“Bob is always good for a laugh.”

	“I just wish it weren’t in such serious places. They chased those poor women around the table like that, like someone desperately trying to get a celebrity autograph or something.”

	“It didn’t work though,” I said.

	“It worked after a sort. They quit the commission. Probably out of disgust, but either way the final report is going to include that Russian intelligence.”

	“What do you think Fred? Is the Russian intel legit?”

	“It’s impossible to say. It’s a judgement call. It makes sense, and it would be odd for Russia to fake something like this just to sell out an ally. Of course that raises the question of just what is the Russian motivation behind giving us this report. I couldn’t blame anyone who didn’t want to bet on its accuracy.”

	I drew a deep sigh and put away my mobile. “Why didn’t the president stay at the meeting and convince them? That’s his expertise after all.”

	“He had another meeting to get to. I doubt he could have gotten them to assent to the report anyway. Chandler and Hatch knew the implications, they knew what was at stake.”

	“Oh?”

	Fred looked straight at me. “Come on, Sam, do you really think Iran will accept a weapon inspection regime now? After America backed out of the last one? If the commission report is believed, the president will have to act on it, and that can only mean invasion.”

	 

	Post divorce, my family had gone from sprawling to small. I had thought this might be a good thing, but at the previous Christmas it turned out a little depressing. I was reticent about visiting further, but then, when they invited me back for Charles’ birthday, I agreed.

	My brother still lived in the outskirts of Cincinnati. Getting there was an ordeal. I first had to fly in to the airport south of the river, in Kentucky. From there it was an auto-cab ride to one of the bridges. Weird differences in auto-cab regulations, over emission standards or safety standards or maximum fares or minimum company employment levels, between the two states, had led them to ban each other’s auto-cabs from entering the other’s jurisdiction. At a way station on the Kentucky side of the bridge I switched to an Ohio cab to take me north of the city.

	After passing through a security checkpoint, the cab entered some hills up out of the valley and emerged into a stretch of former farmland. There was a checkerboard here of unused fields, unused business parks, and housing subdivisions. The auto-cab took me down the state highway to a road not shown on its official map. The car would not even acknowledge this overgrown strip, little less turn down it, so I had it drop me off there and took off on foot. A mile later, I had passed a long row of eerie houses, abandoned, partly dismantled, and with low fields of corn growing in their lawns and torn up driveways, to at last reach a barricade of rusting cars up on cinder-blocks.

	I saw nobody about. I looked down at myself, at the long coat I wore and the leather bag slung over my shoulder, and pondered being overdressed. Then I slipped through the little walkway left in the barricade and started down the cul-de-sac. I passed a house with a man out front, working in his garage on an engine, perhaps pulled out from one of the barricade cars. It looked like the original garage door was gone, replaced now with something that resembled barn doors, swinging out to the sides and looking a little too tall for the opening they would cover. The man stood up when he spotted me and stared. I smiled and waved, then he did the same.

	A couple houses later, I arrived at my brother’s place. The former front lawn was a vegetable garden that sprawled into the yards of the neighbors on either side. The detached garage was now the base for a rickety wooden truss tower supporting a space age composite wind turbine. The massive blades spun slow but steady, creating a low buzzing noise. Charles was in the garage itself, which was now filled with cinder-block shelving supporting sets of batteries pulled out of electric cars. When he spotted me, he rushed forward headlong and almost tackled me in a hug.

	“Sam! I’m so glad you could make it!”

	“Did you get my last email?”

	“When did you send it?” Already Charles was leading me in through the garage. “I haven’t checked my email this week.”

	“I sent it two days ago.”

	“Oh. Sorry, I didn’t get it then. Was it important?”

	“Just letting you know I’d be able to make it.”

	“Well alright then. Great, awesome. I’m glad you got some time away from your super-fancy job after all, mister big shot. Just kidding. Come on in.”

	The first floor of my brother’s place was given over to a giant canning operation. There were rubber bins filled with apples and pears stacked all over the front room, while the dining area, with its southern exposure, was the main work area. Felicity had some apples drying out in the sunlight while she heated a big metal tub of water on the oven range and stuffed pear slices into jars. 

	“Hello, Sam,” she stopped to hug me. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

	“Oh wow.” Looking over her shoulder through the sliding glass door I had a view of their backyard. “What have you done to the pool?”

	“Pretty cool huh?” Charles said. “Come check it out.” We all headed out back. The swimming pool was drained, as it had been the last time I was here, but instead of a bare concrete pit it now contained a whole garden bed and fish pond setup thing. “It’s our aquaponics system,” Charles said, and went on to explain how the vegetable garden, grown in dirt packed at the shallow end, served as a filter for the fish water pooled at the deep end, while at the same time getting nutrients from that fish water when it was pumped back up to irrigate the garden.

	“What do you do with it in the winter?” I asked.

	“Haven’t quite figured that much out yet. I just finished installing it last week.”

	I smirked at this. Felicity went back inside while my brother showed me around the rest of the backyard setup that had been covered in snow when I was here last Christmas. There was another vegetable garden, a chicken coop, and the beginning of a fenced area meant for a goat, created by tearing down the fence separating the backyard from the neighbors and repurposing the materials.

	“So, um,” I said as we walked further along the now continuous yard area, “are you guys still doing alright? Financially, that is?”

	“Well, hey, that’s a big question,” Charles said. “Depends on what you mean financially.”

	“I mean what it usually means. Money.”

	“Yeah. We don’t really have money these days, but that’s no big deal. We get by.”

	“How do you get by without money? Are either of you working?”

	“Working, oh yeah, I would say we’re doing that a lot, but you know, not like, a job with a paycheck and stuff. I mean, I installed the aquaponics and scavenged all those batteries for the turbine, that was a lot of work, you know.” His smile at this was jovial, as always. “Now we get power and we trade that with some of the neighbors and stuff. They helped me set up the turbine. And Felicity is helping with this whole fruit harvest they’re doing a block over.”

	“How about the boys?” I asked. “Are they okay?”

	“Sure, they’re great.”

	“Do they go to school?”

	“Yeah, basically. The state closed the nearest school, you know. For a while there they were busing them into the city, hour long bus ride. Kind of ridiculous. Anyway, our school building had just been sitting there abandoned, so we opened it up. Got some people on our block working as teachers. Working, you know, like I am, not working for the, the state or, you know. So yeah, they’re in school again.”

	“And nobody’s stopped you? I mean, from using this school. Or living in this house for that matter?” I did not know when they had moved here but I could not imagine them owning the place outright.

	“Well,” Charles gestured around at the houses, “possession is nine-tenths of the law or whatever. I mean, you know, nobody else wanted any of these houses, except those of us who were already living here, so we just stayed here. Doesn’t look like anybody’s coming to claim them or anything.”

	“So you literally get by with no money at all?”

	“Not no money. I mean, there are some guys on the block, they have jobs, like old-school jobs you know, as janitors and maintenance guys, over at the new facility, the um, the Global Security facility up the road. They carpool there every day in this old pickup one of ‘em owns and the money they make, we use that for stuff, to buy stuff.”

	“We use it?”

	“Well, yeah, I mean, we make a monthly trip over to Costco and pick up supplies and stuff, you know.”

	“Who gets the supplies though?”

	“Oh, well,” he just continued with his usual grin. “Lady up the street, wife of the bar owner, she keeps an IOU book. When somebody owes somebody, like maybe somebody owes me for electricity from the turbine, and I owe somebody else for the pump for my aquaponics, you know, she keeps track, writes down what everybody owes. And then whatever, I pay somebody back with electricity, and they pay me back helping with the chicken coop, we keep track of all that. Then, yeah, these guys bring in some money and then go buy stuff and pay some of us back with that, you know. So yeah, we get some money.”

	“And all this is working for ya?”

	“Well, it’s no high-life like yourself, but we get by. It’s the times we live in, man.”

	“Believe me, I’m not living any high-life,” I said, thinking of my cramped apartment. “But, uh, if you need money, I mean, if that would help, you let me know . . .”

	“I don’t want to borrow money from you again, Sam.”

	“You pay me back every time. You pay me back sooner than you should, really. It’s no big deal, if you need anything, or the boys need anything . . .”

	“We’re fine, Sam. We’re all doing fine.”

	“Okay, okay. Just, standing offer, if you ever need it.”

	Later that afternoon, my nephews arrived home from school, a half-mile walk they took at a run. Their greetings for me were cursory, but I got a vicarious pleasure discovering that they were still obsessed with the Lego sets I got them for Christmas. They had constructed pretty decent replicas of the Hermes, the spacecraft NASA had started assembling in orbit in preparation for manned flights to Mars. Both of them, my brother informed me, were big on space travel and were following with rapt attention work on the Ares program. I did not have the heart to tell them that budget cuts meant the habitat portion of the spacecraft would never be built and it would be carrying AI controlled drones instead.

	The next day, Friday, turned out not to be a school day, so I spent it with my nephews, all of us helping Charles as he worked around the house. I could not decide if what he was doing was better called puttering or farm chores. We helped him haul scrap wood from a half dismantled house in the next cul-de-sac over to be used in the whole goat pen project. In the afternoon, the boys had homework while I, exhausted from manual labor, pulled out my mobile and was surprised to find I could get a weak, intermittent signal.

	I connected to a news stream and found the latest post was an interview from the night before with the Democrat minority leader in the House of Representatives. Andrew Nigel (D-Ct) was an awkward looking man who always wore a bright red rose pinned to his lapel, a symbol of support for some cause or another. He looked beleaguered and hunched over the table as he spoke with the news anchor.

	“As much as this president talks about compromise and bipartisanship this is where we see his true extremist ideology. This administration attempted to bully the White Commission into accepting its version of events, based on trumped-up evidence, in hopes of shifting blame for the President’s Day Bombing to a country . . .”

	“Don’t you think . . .” the anchor started to interrupt.

	“No, hold on. This is a clear attempt to shift the target, shift the blame to Iran, a country that has been in the crosshairs of the Nationalists, and the Republicans before that, ever since the second Iraq War. Regime change in Iran is one of the misguided policy goals of every conservative administration this century. And now, just like with Iraq, we are seeing a conservative administration use trumped-up evidence to try to shift the blame for a national tragedy from the actual terrorists to a nation . . .”

	“But, Congressman,” the anchor forced his way into the conversation, “Congressman, don’t you think this evidence of Iranian involvement could be legitimate? Was this not the big unexplained question left from the President’s Day Attack? Where did the bomb come from? Everybody always assumed Pakistan, but the evidence was always minimal.”

	“Sure, but that doesn’t implicate Iran, or anybody else. Look, this evidence of Iranian involvement, it’s based on intel handed over to us from the Russians who pieced together their own version of where the bomb came from based on circumstantial evidence. This is not the kind of concrete proof we need to start a war. It’s unacceptable for yet another conservative administration to send young American men and women to die for something based on a lie!”

	“Do you think this report, this evidence, means there will be war with Iran?”

	“Absolutely not,” Congressman Nigel held up his head in defiance. “The American people won’t stand for it. They’ve been lied to too many times by conservative presidents. They could tell they were being lied to by George W Bush before that invasion, and they turned out to be right. Nobody’s going to take this president at his word that there is evidence Iran attacked us, or that Iran is planning to use nukes against us. Fool me twice, won’t get fooled again.”

	That was a good line, a dig at former President Bush. The congressman sounded effective and, moreover, I knew he was right, to an extent. The polling in favor of attacking Iran was at best mixed. It made me think of this neighborhood where my brother lived. They were off the grid, as it were. They generated as much power and grew as much food as they could. They paid enough to get a batch of downloads from online streams once a week. These were not people my polling efforts were reaching. How could I? They were insular, isolated, no real online presence.

	There were official census numbers on how many Americans were living in some variant of this arrangement, as much as ten or twenty percent depending on the state, but I wondered if even those numbers were accurate. Did these people vote at all? Were they hippies like my brother and sister-in-law, who hated Adam? Were they more the rural, deeply conservative types? Were they something else I had no way of defining?

	That night we headed to the bar at the end of the street. It was an abandoned house that had been retrofitted, interior walls knocked down and new ones put up to extend out into the former front lawn. A hole had been knocked out from the wall to the kitchen, creating a bar, while the rest of the space was filled with an eclectic collection of tables. My nephews headed out back with some of their friends while the three of us took seats at a high, small, black top table that let us lord over those at the nearby short tables.

	Across the room, or rather the space that had once been both a dining room and living room, there was a big screen television that must have been at least thirty years old. It did not have the right connections for the internet console they were using, resulting in a weird mass of wires and what looked like a home-made converter box serving as an adapter. The resulting picture froze or stuttered sometimes but was otherwise high definition. Right now it seemed they had paid for a sports stream and had selected a college basketball game that had occurred earlier in the week.

	My brother explained to me how the owner of this place, or at least the operator, nobody knew who officially owned this house, brewed his own beer and had a still out back in which he made something they called ‘nuke gut.’ I drank a shot of it and was glad I was not driving home. I switched to the local brew, which was a stout thick enough to be a meal by itself.

	I had not quite realized it at first, but came to discover that this gathering was both a usual Friday affair and the official birthday party for Charles. We ate free, or at least without any discussion of price. I got shot down when I asked if we should leave a tip. The wife of the bar owner, who I assumed was tallying how much we owed, though this was never discussed, came out with a cake and there was a round of singing ‘Happy Birthday.’ There was no exchange of presents, making me glad I had left my own present back in the house: a heavy duty coat, which I got after noticing Charles shivering in a threadbare one over Christmas.

	Everyone did take a moment, often at some break in the game, to come over and chat up Charles and wish him a happy birthday. I found the people here intriguing. They were all thin, and it made me think of Manny or Bob and how they might envy the trim physiques. Nevertheless, sitting there in the moment I noticed something else, a certain weariness to their faces that did not look like a good trade-off for losing the extra weight.

	“So, Sam,” Charles said as the night grew late and the sports stream got replaced with some low-end stream that cycled through old internet videos. He had drunk more nuke gut than I and had a little slur to his speech. “Sam, if you ever wanna give up the fast lane stuff and come out here with us you’re always welcome. Standing offer, you know.”

	“Seriously?”

	“What? Are you too good for that?”

	“No, no, not that at all. I just would not have thought you would . . . that you guys would want me around so much.”

	“Oh. Sorry. I mean, no, it’s cool, you’re always welcome, and I could always use more help around here. Some of us have set up, we’ve started growing our own corn in some of the vacant lots, which is a lot of work.”

	“What happened to all the people that use to live in all those vacant houses?”

	“Must have moved. Everyone moved to the special economic zones, cause that’s where the jobs are. Or they just moved. I dunno.” He paused and stared into space. “Seriously though, you should move out here. Why do you even wanna work for this stupid president anyway?”

	“Well, to be totally honest, because I like him. Personally. He’s a good boss.”

	“Hmmm. You know he’s gonna start a war.”

	“He doesn’t want to start a war, I can tell you that.”

	“Then why does he act like he does?”

	“It’s his way. He’s stubborn and high-strung, he’s . . . he’s kinda like mom, actually.”

	“Oh. Huh. Yeah, I can totally see you doing that,” he said with a grin. “Being the responsible one. Keeping me and mom in line.”

	I gave a bit of a snorted laugh at this. “I don’t think I ever kept anybody in line. I just tried to get you guys in a group hug whenever you were shouting at each other.”

	Charles broke out laughing. “I remember that. Oh, man.” It took a moment for his laughter to subside, then he drew a deep sigh. “It’s good having you around again, Sam. I hope you get to come out here more often.” He picked up his stein and raised it toward me.

	“I do too,” I said, returning the toast. “I do too.”

	 

	On a sweltering spring day, the president’s inner circle was gathered in the big conference room. Secretary of State Ruben loomed on the video conference screen. Adam stood behind his seat, as if he expected this meeting to be brief, while the rest of us sat sprawled around with no such illusions.

	“There is backing,” Ruben said, “in the UN Security Council for a resolution calling for Iran to accept a full weapons inspection regime.”

	“Great,” Adam said. “Can you have them print it on two-ply so I can use it to wipe my ass?”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“Why are you even talking to the United Nations?”

	“Only through informal channels.”

	“No, no, no, this is not how I want to proceed at all. What we need is a United Democracies resolution. You know, the real security council.”

	“Iran is not going to be responsive to that,” Ruben said. “Neither are the Europeans.”

	“I’m well aware of how they prefer illegitimate organizations that won’t call them to task. Remind me why I even care what the Europeans think.”

	“Mr. President, if we can convince the EU and Russia they can bring along Iran. That’s how you get agreement for the weapons inspectors.”

	“We get agreement through the threat of total annihilation.”

	“We’ve done this before, Mr. President, last year. We’re just going to piss off everybody trying to bully them.”

	“Bullying them?” Adam almost shouted. “We are responding here to a direct attack on America with a nuclear fucking weapon. Do not forget that, Mr. Secretary.”

	“Sure, Mr. President, but that’s the thing. The Europeans don’t see it that way.”

	“What? They don’t fucking see it that way? What the fuck does that mean?”

	“They’re not convinced Iran even has nuclear weapons.”

	“What?! How can they not be convinced?”

	“The previous inspectors never found evidence . . .”

	“Of course they never found it, because that previous inspection system was a fucking joke! The Ayatollahs snowballed us the first time around and stonewalled and then bailed on the inspections when everyone got distracted with Israel and Transjordan. The Europeans don’t fucking believe that? Fuck them. It’s been almost four years, you’re seriously telling me they don’t have a nuclear program now?”

	“I’m not saying I disagree with you, Mr. President, it’s just the Europeans feel the burden of proof is on us . . .”

	“Mr. Secretary, you still haven’t given me any reason why I should give a fuck what the Europeans think. They’re not part of a legitimate international body so therefore they’ve made themselves irrelevant. Tell them that.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“Tell them that, then get your ass to the Sao Paulo conference and put forward the disarmament resolution there.”

	“Mr. President, the conference in Sao Paulo is part of the free trade zone talks . . .”

	“We can’t talk about two things at one fucking conference! Propose the fucking resolution. I want it known officially to the whole world that having a weapon inspection regime run by an illegitimate organization, filled with illegitimate governments, is not an acceptable outcome for the United States. The only acceptable outcome here is United Democracies inspectors ensuring complete and total nuclear disarmament, dismantling centrifuges, electronics, seizing the radioactive elements, everything.”

	“That’s going to be a tough sell even to our allies.”

	“God fucking damn it, Joaquin what do I have you around for?” There was a weird pause as if Adam expected an answer.

	“As your top diplomat, Mr. President, it’s my job . . .”

	“. . . to convince these people I’m not fucking around.”

	“Mr. President, diplomacy means negotiation . . .”

	“Diplomacy means saying ‘nice doggie’ until you find a big enough stick. Tell the Europeans nice doggie and pat them on the heads and do whatever back-channel stuff with the UN you like, but don’t let anybody think for a moment they can push around America like they have in the past. All that supposed diplomacy got us was a fucking nuked American city. There is no negotiation here. The Iranians will comply, they will disarm, or so help me God, I will annihilate them.”

	Adam brought a fist crashing down on the conference table with such force that a coffee cup near Kris fell over.

	On the big screen Ruben stared. As usual those on the other end were having trouble following Adam as he moved about rather than sit at the focus of our own video conference camera.

	“I’ll propose the resolution,” Ruben said. “But, Mr. President, before we go making open threats we should at least attempt to coordinate with the international community on this. If the EU, and even more so Russia, put on the pressure they can convince Iran to accept United Democracies inspectors.”

	“Russia even more so?” Manny asked.

	“They’re Iran’s closest trading partner, including selling them advanced arms . . .”

	“And nuclear technology, no doubt,” Adam said. “The Russians are probably implicated in this whole attack as well.”

	“Well, okay, Mr. President,” Ruben said. “That may be true, but think about this. If the Russians were complicit in supplying the Iranians with a nuclear bomb then they could strike at us again through some other proxy. They think we’re messing around in their neighborhood, so let’s at least not intentionally snub them.”

	This gave Adam pause, at least enough that he did not spit out an immediate reply. The whole conference fell into an extended silence before the president at last said, “Alright. Ruben, arrange a high-level meeting with the Russians ahead of the Sao Paulo conference. Let them know what our demands are going to be. But make sure they know, the Europeans too, make sure they all know that proof, absolute proof of Iranian disarmament, verified by the United Democracies, is non-negotiable. Anything short of that I will consider tantamount to an admission of guilt and a cause for war.”

	 

	On many evenings that summer, Fred and I would slip out for a drink. We whiled away hours in various quiet bars near the edge of the still undeveloped blast zone. Slumming it. We did not discuss work, instead chatting about sports or the new virtual reality workout fad or our inability to comprehend the new social streams that were so popular. Sometimes we sat in silence, hunched over notebooks, working or reading the news, or pretending to do those things while instead watching whatever was on some big screen above the bar. We were not fun drunks, but neither were we belligerent. Most nights we just sat there, at the end of the bar, and got stoned.

	The big, pointless news story that summer was the new drug that was supposed to induce deep feelings of love and affection. A literal love potion. Like many such psychotropic drugs it was now legal in Europe, banned in the states by the previous Congress, and the subject of all sorts of crude humor. It prompted a renewed debate about the ban the One-Hundred Twenty-Third Congress had placed on such ‘psychologically enhancing drugs’ and other new bio-technologies like the human genetic manipulation techniques being pioneered in Japan. Such coverage competed with the ongoing debate over Iran.

	As an intense heat wave settled over the east coast, Congress decided to adjourn early, offering the excuse of saving energy costs by sending everyone home, though no doubt with everyone planning to return to their districts and rail against the opposite party for their militancy or appeasement.

	On a blistering Thursday afternoon, as the rest of Congress headed out of town, Manny rearranged the president’s schedule to allow for a meeting with the Democratic leadership. Adam leaned against the front of the Oval Office desk, the setting sun casting red hues behind him, as they entered.

	The opposition was represented by the congressional minority leaders, Andrew Nigel and Reginald Nelson, and by the Democratic National Committee chairman. Nigel, spindly and awkward as he sat on the Oval Office couch, did much of the talking while his senate counterpart looked on with a placid face.

	“Mr. President,” Nigel said, “thank you for seeing us on such short notice.”

	“My door is always open. Please, go ahead.”

	The minority leader, just like the rose he wore on his lapel, seemed to be wilting in the heat of Adam’s gaze. “Mr. President . . .”

	“We’re here to ask you to stop this war,” the DNC chairman, Benjamin Douglas said. For all the importance of his title, Douglas was a little respected figure. I had known him when he was a low ranking and much abused consultant working for various congressmen during the Browning years. I suspect we got along because neither of us had much of a head for subtle politics, so I was unsurprised to hear him blurt out this comment.

	“Whether we go to war is not up to me,” Adam said. “It’s up to the Ayatollahs.”

	“But they’ve already accepted our demands,” Nigel said. “We already have a UN resolution calling for disarmament and they’ve agreed to the UN weapons inspectors.”

	“Do you think that means anything? The UN is toothless, these weapons inspectors have no real power. It’s the same farce all over again. The Iranians don’t have to let them in certain places, get notice of when inspections are occurring. The whole thing is a fucking joke. The Iranians agreed to basically nothing and managed to get some trade sanctions lifted. The fucking EU has done nothing but appease these tyrants.”

	“The EU sanctions don’t get lifted until after the report from the inspectors is submitted.”

	“Are you even fucking listening, Congressman? The inspections are meaningless. The Ayatollahs will get everything they want out of this and still be holding nuclear weapons.”

	“If the UN resolution is so unacceptable, Mr. President, then why isn’t the United Democracies holding some kind of negotiation?”

	“Because nuclear disarmament is not something to be negotiated. It’s a prerequisite for any negotiations. Either Iran dismantles its nuclear program now, without preconditions, or we dismantle it by force.”

	Nigel looked down at his hands. “You’re committed to war then.”

	“Did I not just list an option that avoids war?”

	“Mr. President. If you’re going to commit us to war you have to make the case to Congress and the American people. You have to . . .”

	“What fucking case do I need to make? The commission report outlined the history of the President’s Day bomb. We know it came from Iran, we know the Iranians built it. What the fuck are you looking for?”

	“The American people aren’t convinced. Mr. President, we need to know this is a war that has to be fought. Our members, they want to go back to their constituents and tell them we have hard evidence that proves Iran’s involvement.”

	“I think your members would rather just rail against me as a violent fanatic.”

	Nigel looked up at him for a moment. “Can you do anything to prove them wrong?”

	“What the fuck do you imagine I’m doing here, Congressman? Do you think I decided I wanted a war and threw a dart at a map to single out Iran? They fucking attacked us.”

	“How can you be so sure?”

	“Do you not believe the commission?” Adam threw up his hands. “The fucking bipartisan blue-ribbon commission, appointed by another president with no representatives from my party? That’s not good enough? We have intel from our own agencies, from Russia, from the ISI, all of it points to an Iranian connection. They fucking built that bomb!”

	“America has been led to war by false intel before, Mr. President.”

	“You think I don’t fucking know that? Fuck you, Congressman. You’re comparing me to that blue blood idiot Bush? I fought in that war, I bled in the war, I was almost permanently blinded because of it. I know what’s fucking at stake here.”

	“Then why the rush now?!”

	“Congressman!” Adam started to surge forward, but then stopped. He took a breath and gathered himself. “Congressman, let’s assume for a moment that Iran was not involved in the President’s Day attack. Regardless of that, we do know, right now, beyond doubt, that Iran has had a nuclear weapons program, that they continue to operate this program, and that it’s capable of building nuclear weapons. All that comes from UN reports and European Commission reports, it’s all verified. We know they never got rid of all their centrifuges and all their uranium stockpiles.”

	“They have those things,” Nigel said slowly, “because a previous administration backed out of the deal we had with them.”

	“What the fuck difference does that make?”

	“It means a deal can be had, Mr. President. We had a deal that worked. We need to go back to the negotiating table, give time for diplomacy to . . .”

	“Why the fuck would we want to go back to that terrible agreement? All it did was postpone the inevitable. I wasn’t elected to leave another ticking time bomb for the next guy. I’m going to fucking solve this problem one way or the other, and the only acceptable outcome is disarmament.”

	Nigel turned to look at his compatriots, in need of some support.

	“Mr. President,” Senator Nelson said with a clearing of his throat. The one-time presidential candidate, winner of the popular vote, must have imagined that he ought to be the one leaning on that desk, listening to advice about this crisis. “If you decide on war will you consult Congress first?”

	“If diplomacy fails, I will ask for a declaration of war.”

	This got looks of surprise from the other two Democrats, but the gruff New England senator met Adam’s gaze straight on. “Do you believe you will be able to overcome the resulting filibuster?”

	“You don’t have the votes for a filibuster.”

	“Are you sure about that?”

	Adam narrowed his eyes as he continued to stare. “What are you getting at, Senator?”

	“You need to make the case, Mr. President,” Nigel said, interrupting. “At least to the congressional leadership. Let us see all the intelligence on Iranian involvement.”

	“Do you have a plan for the occupation?” Senator Nelson asked.

	“I’ll see that you’re briefed fully. In short, the plan is drones.”

	“Drones?”

	“Drones. Drones, drones, drones, drones . . .” Adam kept repeating the word, his voice fading to a whisper yet still going. There was an awkward moment in which nobody was sure if he would say something more.

	“Mr. President,” Nigel said. “Would you be willing to allow congressional leaders to be briefed on all the classified intel the White Commission has access to?”

	Adam did not respond at first, then said, “I will, if that’s what it takes.” He was still just staring into space, his eyes wide and glassy. I scooted off to the side so as not to be in the line of fire, but he was focused somewhere beyond the far side of the room.

	With near silence now settled in, the senator pressed onward. “What about Iranian proxies? You cannot discount the possibility that they’ll start stirring up trouble throughout the region should the US unilaterally invade.”

	“I have been to war, gentleman.” Adam was still staring straight ahead. “I do not fear war. A protracted occupation will not be possible this time. I have the support of the American people. I have all true, freedom loving people, all the real Americans behind me. I am prepared to make sacrifices, of myself and all those who stand with me. God is with us, and He demands no less. No less. We must burn out the cancer, cleanse the body. I must bear the fire that will do thy will.” His voice sagged and dropped as he continued, becoming a low mumble. He continued on again, whispering to himself with just an occasional audible word.

	In that odd moment, Douglas looked over at me, but I could only shake my head in equal confusion. The others present, Dr. Graham, Manny, Secretary Geare for some reason, they all stood there, implacable, as if this was not weird at all. Adam continued mumbling, going on about something, but none of us could tell what. For an unsettling moment I wondered if the heat had gotten to him, if he was suffering some kind of breakdown right in front of us.

	“You did not answer my question, Mr. President.” Senator Nelson said.

	Striding around to stand by the president’s desk, Secretary Geare took it upon himself to answer. “The vague threat of uprising will not prevent us from defending America. This is not a unilateral invasion. We are responding to a direct attack on the United States, with the support of the United Democracies, the legitimate international community.”

	“You all keep repeating those things,” Nelson said. “It does not make them true.”

	“Why is it you hate America, Senator?” Adam twisted his gaze onto Nelson.

	“Mr. President, nobody here hates America and nobody here needs to be subjected to your campaign slogans . . .”

	“Do you want the nation to be attacked, Senator? Do you want another city to be nuked? Does your caucus plan to just pretend this threat does not exist because you are all squeamish about what must be done to confront it? Or are you actively rooting against America because a majority of Americans rejected your socialist ideas and the desire for centrally planned totalitarianism that underlies them?”

	“Mr. President, ad hominem attacks against me . . .”

	“I thought so.”

	Adam’s voice was loud and commanding enough to cut off other comments, but at first he did not fill in the void, instead just staring away with that blank look again.

	Nelson stepped forward, trying to make eye contact. “Mr. President?” 

	“You gentlemen will have your briefing. If the facts don’t speak for themselves, I intend to waste no more effort trying to convince you. But if you do anything that would prevent me from defending the United States I will pursue charges of treason.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“You have my answer!”

	Both Nigel and Douglas tried saying something more, but Adam just kept staring and it became apparent the meeting was over. The Democrats all looked a little shaken as they left, though I imagine I must have looked the same. In all the time I knew him, Adam had always been high-strung and sometimes eccentric, but I had never seen him quite like this.

	 

	



	

Chapter 15

	 

	THE LAST TEMPTATION 

	 

	Composed of over thirty armored vehicles, a dozen motorcycles, two overhead helicopters, spares for all of these, and a small army of cops, Secret Servicemen, heavily armored GSA agents, ECM warfare experts, and medical personnel, on top of the requisite entourage of aids, staffers, advisors, hangers-on, press corps, public relations people, random sycophants, and so on, the typical presidential motorcade was like a mobile fortress.

	It seemed laughable to most of us, knowing the logistics and expense involved in the president moving anywhere, that Adam leaving town to ‘save taxpayers on energy’ could really be a net savings. Still, Congress had used that excuse to recess early, and I was all for leaving the sweltering east coast.

	So when Adam headed to the Eyrie, I gladly went along with the whole contingent of party and administration officials. The first night out there, after going over a bunch of economic projections in a drawn-out afternoon conference, Adam received a special briefing on the supposed nuclear capabilities of Iran from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. I slipped out to sit on the Eyrie terrace and enjoy a stiff drink and a cool evening breeze.

	At the last fading of twilight, Fred emerged and sat down next to me without a word. I held out my glass. He clinked his in a silent toast.

	“How did the meeting go?” I asked.

	“It’s still going on. I bailed.”

	“That well huh?”

	“The president is talking invasion.”

	“No surprise there, right?”

	“I mean, he’s talking it himself,” Fred said. “He’s not listening to plans, he’s presenting his own. He’s got big plans.”

	“How big?”

	“It’s classified.”

	“Sorry.”

	“You have a clearance, don’t you?”

	“I do. I don’t suppose I have a need to know, as they say.”

	Fred glanced around at the empty veranda. “Fuck it. The president is planning a drone led invasion. Complete AI controlled drones.”

	I took a slow drink. “We have such things?”

	“That’s why it’s classified. There’ll be plenty of regular remote-piloted drones and semi-autonomous drones as well, but for Operation Sorcerer, they’ll be unveiling these AI drones as the tip of the spear. They’ll be sent in to deal with any WMD capability, either by destroying it or absorbing an attack from it.”

	“What do the Joint Chiefs think of this?”

	“Not happy. They’re wary of using computer-controlled killer robots that don’t have a human somewhere making the decision to pull the trigger. But I think they’re really more annoyed that it’s Adam’s plan and not theirs, that he’s not even considering the plans they drew up.” Fred took a long pull of his drink. “The president is in quite the mood.”

	I finished off my glass and glanced over at the wet bar at the other end of the veranda. “You think it’ll really come to that? An invasion, that is?”

	“I don’t think Adam was bluffing about it last year and I don’t think he’s bluffing now.” 

	“He’s got more public support this time,” I said. “The numbers have been moving in his direction all summer.”

	“Of course, everybody’s convinced Iran provided the President’s Day bomb.”

	“You’re not convinced?”

	“It doesn’t much matter what I think. I’m just wondering what happens if it turns out not to be the case.”

	“Will we ever know? It’s not like we expect to go in there and find more proof. At least, that’s the impression I got. The White Report seems like proof enough for most people.”

	“You may be right.”

	We sat there in silence for a few minutes. I watched Fred finish off his whiskey. “You want another?”

	He stared into his empty glass. “I’ll make it myself.”

	We migrated over to the bar, where Fred started pulling out the various vintage brandy bottles. Despite the First Couple being staunch non-drinkers, Manny always kept this thing stocked like it was the end of the world.

	“The good stuff is usually wasted on me,” I said.

	“Shall I break out the Coors Light?”

	“I’m not that undiscerning.”

	Fred poured us each a stiff drink. I held mine up and let the wafts of brandy kick me in the nostrils. “Cheers,” Fred said, holding up his own glass, “to . . .”

	“Gentlemen, what an astounding idea!” From the big front room, Secretary Geare stepped out onto the veranda, flicking on an exterior light. I had not noticed how dark it had become until he turned it on, and then rather wished he hadn’t.

	Bob took a seat next to me at the bar. “Pour me one of those, LT. It’s been a good day.”

	“How so?” Fred asked as he pulled out another glass.

	“Did you miss the start of the meeting? Ruben is negotiating with the Russians. They’ve agreed to a conference.”

	“So what does that mean?” I asked.

	“It means they’re gonna play ball. They’ll be cutting ties with the Iranians, giving us a free hand.”

	“Are we sure they’ll agree to it?” Fred asked. “Sounded like all they agreed to was a conference to talk about it.”

	“They’ll come around. President Yuletin isn’t stupid enough to get in our way, and after that the Ayatollahs will have nobody to protect them. They figured Russia was protecting them, that’s why they haven’t let in our weapons inspectors. If Russia announces support for Iranian disarmament they’ll have no choice. They’ll have to agree or they’ll be crushed.”

	“So you think they’ll go along with our inspection program?” Fred passed the brandy across to Bob.

	“Ha. Hahahahahaha.” He made an intentional fake laugh. “Oh, you were serious. Sure, they could do that, but in the end they still lose all their nukes. But let’s be honest, who really thinks they’re gonna let us come in and take those peacefully. This only ends with an invasion.”

	“Is that really something to get excited about?”

	“Excited about, ecstatic about, dancing on the table for joy about. Think about it, LT. This is an opportunity to remove one of the great evils in the world. Come on, they call us the Great Satan, everybody should be happy they’re about to be annihilated.” He threw back his drink in one gulp.

	“I don’t think war is ever something to be excited about,” Fred said.

	“Defeating evil is always a cause for celebration. If you guys won’t celebrate with me, then I’ll just have to do it for all of us. Here, let me demonstrate.”

	With that, Bob pulled out a stool and used it as a step to hoist his massive frame onto the bar. Fred and I both snatched our drinks as we retreated. Bob got himself standing upright on the bar and declared, “When I defeat evil I dance on the table for joy.” Then he proceeded to do just that, performing some awkward combination of an Irish jig and the robot as he careened along the short runway the bar provided.

	Fred and I, now withdrawn from the potential blast radius around Bob, stared in disbelief, looked at each other, then burst out laughing.

	 

	Over the years I had many opportunities to observe Adam pacing, and I had come to think of him as a sort of connoisseur of this simple practice. He had various techniques. There was the bent forward, hands behind back, quick and sharp pivot at the end of each run that betrayed his military training. There was the more operatic, orchestra conductor pace, where he would hold one hand up and alternate between gesticulating and posing as if holding something up for inspection, his pace runs uneven, his turns meandering.

	Today, he fell more into the excited kid pace, his hands flailing as he spoke in frantic little spasms. Excitement would build, leading him to walk faster and faster until he rushed ahead and almost ran straight into a wall or a piece of furniture. Then he would pull up short and make a brief return to present reality before spinning about and resuming his running dialogue, often swerving into a new tangent. Sometimes instead this excited pacing was truncated with a little leap at the end, as if he had too much energy that must be burnt off lest he reach the end of a run and explode with pent up emotion.

	“Of course the UN inspectors found nothing. This report is meaningless. It’s a red herring, a ruse, an excuse to do nothing more. That’s why we need United Democracies inspectors, to ensure disarmament. Does anybody really believe this UN report, Sam?”

	I sat on the main couch in the Eyrie front room, half-listening. This torrent of thought contained nothing we had not heard him say before, if in a more condensed version. “Democrats believe it. Nationalists believe the White Report.”

	“Fucking traitors,” he resumed pacing. “Believe a fucking corrupt front for international criminals over their own representatives. Why would anybody believe Iran no longer has a nuclear program? Because they negotiate? They’ve been ‘negotiating’ over their nuclear weapons for more than thirty years, long enough to develop them, build several dozen, and slip one to terrorists to attack us. Negotiation just means stalling until everyone accepts the status quo, and when some other crisis comes around and distracts everybody, they can slip the next bomb into the states. No, we cannot let it come to that!”

	Adam pulled up short of running into the big chair by the fireplace. He glanced at me, then resumed pacing. “We need to change this around. This invasion has to go well. The American people have to see we had to do it, we had to eliminate this threat. They attacked us! It was intentional, everybody paying attention knows that. We have to make this work. Not just the invasion but the occupation. We have to be able to maintain order and prevent any kind of insurgency. An insurgency would be the death of us. This has to be quick and decisive and leave no room for doubt or resistance.”

	He almost collided with a couch, then pivoted to a new point. “Post-Iraq war chaos could prevent us from securing all the nukes, and then the whole thing would have been for naught. We have to be decisive. Then the American people will see. Energy security will turn around this economy, it’ll turn around the election. I always knew energy would be the key to my legacy. Joaquin has to secure Russian support, make sure Iran has no hope of weaseling out this time. The only thing they’ll understand is an ultimatum. Negotiations will just mean Iran and its OPEC allies will keep tightening the oil markets to try for leverage. They think they can wait us out. That’s why these negotiations with the Russians are so important.”

	Adam was pacing when I took my leave to go hide out up at the Winterfell lodge, where the wet bar had an even better stock, and he was pacing just the same when I returned late that evening to hear word of Ruben’s plane landing in Moscow.

	“It could all hinge on this,” Adam said.

	“Honey,” Eve said. “Maybe we should try to get to sleep. We can get up just in time to hear Mr. Ruben’s report.”

	“I’m not gonna be able to sleep. My whole presidency may come down to the decisions of the next few days.”

	“So you shouldn’t be making them exhausted.”

	“I know, but lying awake in bed is not going to do me any good. Just, turn in if you want. Let me think.”

	Outside, the city looked like it was lit up in celebration. For now, Adam’s torrent had stopped and he paced in silence, so I parked myself on one of the recliners to stay up a while with him. Fred and Manny joined me, sitting in the circle of chairs facing the bright city view.

	“This really is it,” Adam said. “My whole presidency, my legacy, it’ll all depend on this.”

	“I think you’re being too hard on yourself,” I said. “Everything we’ve already accomplished will . . .”

	“Nobody ever cares about the wonky policy adjustments a president makes. It’s about what happens in times of crisis. This is going to be what defines me.”

	“You really should listen to your wife, sir,” Manny said. “You’re not doing yourself any good spinning your wheels like this.”

	This got no reply from Adam, who continued to pace. It was going on 3 a.m. when the call came in, one of Ruben’s aides requesting a video conference. We all rushed, following Adam at a run, to the downstairs conference room. The president hovered over Manny while he set up the video conference himself and I wondered if we would have to wake up some staffer to do it for us.

	On screen Ruben looked refreshed and poised, in contrast to our bloodshot slovenliness. He was backlit by a wide embassy window streaming in afternoon sun, which made me feel like a drunk walking out of a bar into incongruous daylight.

	“Do we have it?” Adam asked without preamble.

	“Good afternoon, or morning, Mr. President. Sorry to disturb you all.”

	“Get to it, do we have an agreement or not?”

	“Well, let me explain . . .”

	“The short fucking answer, Mr. Ruben.”

	“It’s not that simple, they’ve . . .”

	“For fuck’s sake! If you do not just give me a yes or no answer right now, I swear to God I will go Darth Vader on your ass and choke you with my fucking mind, then replace you with your subordinate and get the answer from him.”

	There was a pained pause. “Yes.”

	Adam let out a long breath and collapsed into a chair. “Okay, you were saying.”

	“They agreed in principle to join our sanctions and press for United Democracies inspectors.”

	“In principle? What does that mean, that they don’t agree in result?”

	“It means there’s a catch,” Ruben said.

	“Okay.”

	“The Russians have their own demands in exchange for their support.”

	“Of course. What do they want?”

	“They’re asking for a free hand in their sphere of influence.”

	“What does that mean exactly?”

	“They want us to withdraw military aid to all countries they consider to be their ‘near abroad’, as they say. Ukraine, Crimea, the Caucasus, Central Asia, the Baltic states. They want a guarantee we won’t interfere in their dealings with these countries, not support them through NATO or the United Democracies, not provide them with military or economic aid, things of this nature.”

	Adam took another deep breath. “Okay.”

	For a brief moment Ruben looked thunderstruck by this statement, but he recovered his neutral expression fast. “Okay?”

	“Do it. Tell them yes, we’ll agree.”

	“Mr. President, don’t you think we should discuss this . . .”

	“With who? I don’t care, the answer is no. Do it.”

	“Mr. President,” Manny said. “You’re giving away an awful lot.”

	Fire flashed in Adam’s eyes as he turned to his chief of staff. “I am aware of what I’m doing. I don’t want discussions, I don’t want meetings, I don’t want fucking bureaucracy. This is my decision. Do it, Mr. Ruben, tell them we agree.”

	“They’ll want this in writing Mr. President. They’ve specifically asked for a confidential accord to this effect.”

	“Whatever. You have my authorization to sign it.”

	“I’ll want that in writing myself,” Ruben spoke in slow, exact words.

	With a flourish Adam swept an arm around to point at Manny without breaking his stare on Ruben. “We are already working on it.”

	The Secretary of State darted his eyes around. It was impossible to tell who he was looking at via his low-end video conference set up, but I guessed he was taking in the rest of us in the room, weighing the situation. “Alright then.”

	“Can we have this completed by the end of the day, your time?” Adam asked.

	“I will try to make that happen, Mr. President.”

	“Keep us informed.”

	When the conference was over, we adjourned back to the great room. Up there it seemed as if the whole meeting had not happened. Adam resumed pacing and mumbling to himself, a low rumble that broke the pervasive quiet of the house. The rest of us still sat, taking in the night view of the city. None of us said anything for some interminable time.

	The next call came at a quarter to seven. During the night, I dozed in the recliner but never got any real sleep. I was awake when Manny, bleary and dead on his feet, took the call, then handed it off to Adam, who was still wired.

	“What have you got for us, Mr. Secretary?” Adam said, and then there was a long pause. “Uh huh, uh huh.” Adam gestured to Manny, then pointed to the notebook his chief of staff had left laying on a coffee table. “We’re pulling it up right now.”

	All of us huddled around the notebook while an encrypted message was transferred. “Yeah, I’m seeing it now,” Adam said. “Yes. Yes. Well done. Well done.”

	We had received a copy of the confidential accord Ruben had negotiated. My eyes were too bleary to look at the notebook screen, little less read all the fine print.

	“Well?”

	“This is what we wanted,” Manny said.

	“Well done. Joaquin, well done. Meet us back in Washington on the fifteenth, we’ll debrief all of this then. Excellent job. Everyone, excellent job.”

	Hanging up the secure line, Adam bounded upstairs in a way that was exhausting just to watch. I stood there while Manny got on the phone and Fred took a turn looking over the document, his face almost pressed right into the screen of the notebook.

	It soon became apparent Adam was rousing the whole household. Eve and the Grahams, all still in their crisp pajamas, began migrating down. Adam bounced around, heading back upstairs, ushering everyone into the great room, explaining the news in excited, incomplete bursts as he moved from person to person.

	The president got us all out onto the terrace. Here we could look out over the city and the vast plains beyond, lit up in morning light. Adam herded everyone toward the southern end. Down there one could look out on a sweeping cloud bank that interrupted an otherwise wide open sky. Just beneath the main bulk of clouds, hovering between the nearby forest and the mountains, was a giant rainbow.

	It was as close as I had ever seen a rainbow. Until that time I had never considered the distance to a rainbow or thought about the possibility of one being closer or farther away. I thought they were illusions, always the same distance, always receding. Perhaps this one was just bigger, or the result of some particular rare condition, but it looked like it was towering over us, like a skyscraper. It looked like its pot of gold was just over in the trees at the Eyrie property line.

	I’m not sure when Adam had spotted it, but he had pulled all of us out here for this view. He continued to talk, moving from group to group as everyone continued to gather on the veranda. Talk was split between Ruben’s deal and this sudden spectacle. I was hanging near the back, still exhausted and now awestruck as well. I felt too tired even to move.

	After greeting some stranglers at the doorway and sharing the news, Adam came up to stand beside me. He looked up at the rainbow, brighter now as the sun climbed to a better angle.

	“When everything comes together,” Adam said, “and everything is almost perfect . . .”

	I smiled as I turned to him.

	“It’s a sign if there ever was one, Sam. This is going to be our moment.”

	 

	As it turned out, the moment of elation lasted about forty-eight hours. We flew back to Washington and the announcement was made the next day, in a Moscow press conference, that Russia would join the United Democracies sanctions against Iran and encourage them to agree to the proposed weapon inspectors. It was a good thing Ruben, representing the U.S. at the press conference, was so tall, because President Yuletin was some kind of giant, a jotunn, Adam said, right out of Norse mythology. He had to pause after this and explain how jotunn were the race of giants who opposed the gods in the battle of Ragnarok, etc., before interrupting himself again as the press conference got underway.

	That evening Adam addressed the nation. He gave Iran a week to comply with the United Democracies resolution calling for disarmament, vowing if this demand was not met that the United States would “remove any Iranian nuclear weapons and materials by any means necessary.”

	By the next morning the spell had at last broken. The story out of Brussels was of a late meeting by the European Council. Concordant with earlier negotiations that brought UN weapons inspectors into Iran, the European Union would officially drop all sanctions against the Islamic republic.

	“This has been in the offing for some time has it not?” Fred asked.

	Adam was silent except for his jittering hand tapping the table in a low staccato. “The timing of this vote cannot be coincidence.”

	Lunch was cut off while meetings and priorities got rearranged. Outside there was another record high and the antiquated AC units in the White House created a strange patchwork of livable and stifling rooms, in no pattern we could discern. Repair crews were brought in to deal with the problem, but as it turned out the demand for HVAC repairmen was so high that even the White House had to wait. I came into the Oval Office just as the meeting with Secretary Ruben got underway.

	“The Europeans,” Ruben said, “have their own large Muslim minority to worry about. They’ve had anti-US protests in their streets for months, and they know from the experience of the last Iraq War that a government that sides with us will be turned out within a year.”

	The rest of that afternoon, Adam spent hunkered down in the situation room, brooding while the Joint Chiefs of Staff outlined the current deployment of military forces around Iran. The president, Fred told me later, said little in this meeting, just enough to approve of the final plans presented to him and to tell the chiefs to be ready to go within a week’s time.

	 

	On Sunday evening, with the reds of dusk coming in from my little kitchen window, I stood in my underwear in front of the open refrigerator, no longer caring about the added electrical expense, thinking about nothing but cool breezes and cool drinks. Without much more thought, I took a frozen pizza out of the freezer, put it in the temperamental oven, then flopped on my couch to watch NFL highlights.

	I was interrupted before I had a chance to eat. News on my mobile prompted me to get dressed in a rush and head over to the White House. I was still putting on a tie in the back of an auto-cab when the president came on with an Oval Office announcement that I watched on the cab’s little built-in video screen.

	He started by explaining what all the news streams were already reporting. In the Straits of Hormuz, where it was the early hours of the morning, the USS Independence and its battle group had just entered the Persian Gulf. In the darkness the lead ships were approached by a flotilla of unidentified small craft that refused to stand down. The US ships had opened fire, sinking most of the flotilla and driving the rest away. At that same hour, in Kurdistan near the Iranian border, the US Army had lost contact with a small radar station. Forces dispatched to the station found evidence of a large scale gunfight. The station crew, a dozen army technicians and a squad of marines providing security, were all killed, as were several members of Iran’s Qud Force operatives.

	“Army forces located the rest of this strike force retreating across the Iranian border,” Adam told the nation, his gaze reaching out of the screen, “and moved in pursuit. Approximately twenty-five minutes ago I gave permission to continue pursuit into Iranian territory. In light of this coordinated attack on our military forces in the region, despite our continued effort at diplomacy, I have no choice now but to ask Congress to declare that a state of war exists between the United States of America and the Islamic Republic of Iran.”

	When I arrived at the White House, everything was in chaos. Dr. Graham was trying to hold some kind of follow-on press briefing. Already there was news of Congress assembling for an emergency session. I found Adam himself still in the Oval Office, surrounded by Defense Secretary Epstein, several generals, and his wife.

	Fred was lingering just outside in the anteroom, where I stopped now. “Sam.” He saw me, then just shook his head.

	At that moment, Craig Schwartz, our congressional liaison, came bustling past, finishing a conversation on his mobile as he moved. “Mr. President,” he said, pushing his way through the crowd of generals. “Mr. President, I just spoke with Senator Rose. We’ll have the votes. We got ‘em.”

	“Thank you, Craig,” Adam said, “Alright, General Brooks. As soon as we have word on the vote you are full go for Operation Sorcerer.”

	“Yes, sir, Mr. President.” He saluted Adam and then, along with several other military uniforms, trundled out of the Oval Office.

	In their wake Fred slipped in, and I followed after him. The camera lighting used for the address to the nation had just been taken down, but nobody had turned on the regular lights, leaving the room in a twilight dark. I glanced outside and saw the setting sun just hitting the top of the east wing.

	“Mr. President.” Stepping forward from behind his boss was Deputy Defense Secretary Brian Middleton. “Mr. President, we should still consider the possibility that this was some kind of mistake before we launch military operations. The declaration of war doesn’t mean we have to give up on diplomacy. This may be the leverage we need to finally reach an accord on our terms.”

	“Yeah, no.” Adam said. “I’m not fucking around with them anymore. They attacked us. It’s obvious, it’s been obvious since the beginning they were never serious about disarmament.”

	“This war may not stay contained,” Fred said, drawing the attention of the room our way. “The Arab street could erupt. We could see regimes overthrown throughout the gulf.”

	Adam held up his hands in mock horror. “Oh no, the Arab street. What a terrible outcome if all those other dictators got overthrown.”

	Fred kept a stolid face. “It would mean a more complicated situation, sir, if not a wider war.”

	“Fine, let it. I welcome this ‘wider war’.”

	“Oh Adam.” Eve came up to her husband and wrapped her arms around him. He held her in turn, and the whole room fell silent.

	At that moment a peal of thunder rumbled up and echoed through the room, its reverberation lingering. We all turned to the window just in time to see a colossal arc of lightning branch across the sky, splashing brightness through the dim office for a second, followed by its own roll of thunder.

	“Mr. President,” a military adjunct said to him from the anteroom door. “Mr. President, you’re needed in the Situation Room.”

	Adam nodded, then he looked at his wife, staring into her eyes, holding her like that for a long moment. He looked up and around the room, at Epstein, Manny, Fred, myself. He met each of our gazes head on, his confidence exuding from just that brief glance. Then Adam Hanson, with eyes wide open, turned to meet his destiny.
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Chapter 16

	 

	HIS DAY IS MARCHING ON

	 

	Hippies. Hippies everywhere.

	The idea of a new party, a movement, something opposed to the crooks of Wall Street, had great appeal to Adam. It was a description of himself. Yet showing up at the so-called ‘occupy’ protest he found himself, to his disgust, surrounded by nothing but hippies.

	Many of them, perhaps the majority, were there to complain about income inequality. Some were there to complain about wealth inequality. A surprisingly large number did not understand the difference between the two. Adam could not get a straight answer why everybody was there.

	He wended through the crowd, trying to get a view of the capital steps, where he assumed the speakers would be, only to find nobody up there. Instead he ran right into the middle of an encampment of Hispanic people waving Mexican flags. Some of them recognized him.

	“Hey. I know you?”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“Aren’t you that guy on YouTube?”

	“That guy?”

	“No man, you’re the big mouth Republican on YouTube.”

	“I’m not a Republican. I’m the chairman of a third party.”

	“He’s the tea party guy,” somebody else said.

	Adam was getting all sorts of weird looks, but he continued unfazed. “I’m from a third party, we’re against both major parties because they’re both controlled by Wall Street.”

	“No, he’s the guy from Arizona,” another person said. “The guy who was saying they should have the whole police, deportation law.”

	“No, you have me confused with somebody else.”

	“No, you’re that guy, I recognize . . .”

	“No, I’m really not. Look me up.” Adam pointed to a smart phone one woman was holding. “Adam Hanson. Check it out.”

	They seemed to want to say more, but already Adam was walking away. He continued his search, trying to find a speaker, or stage, or central platform, shiny monument, pit fight. Something that could explain this crowd. There was nothing, no center.

	He came upon a group calling to keep abortion legal, waving pink flags, right next to a group of gay rights activists with their rainbow flags. A large banner they had set up called for ‘LGBTQ rights.’

	Adam stopped and stared at this banner with a puzzled look. A tall man nearby noticed his stare. “It stands for lesbian . . .”

	“I know what it stands for,” Adam said. “Except the Q.”

	“Queer.”

	“Really? I thought that was an insult.”

	“No, it’s cool.”

	Like with the last stop, this conversation seemed to draw in others nearby. A man with a stack of brochures thrust one at Adam. “Actually it’s . . .” he pointed.

	“LGBTQ2UIA.” Adam read aloud. “What the fuck is this?”

	“It’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, queer, two spirit, unisex . . .”

	“No, no, no. Stop. No. This is stupid. A ten letter fucking acronym? You gotta be fucking kidding me.” Those listening to him were taken aback by this sudden outburst, but not enough to stop Adam’s forward momentum. “You know what? Fuck it, from now on I’m calling you elves.”

	“Elves?”

	“Elves. You can sort out among yourselves who’s the high elf and the wood elf and the trans elf and all that, but elves. Until you come up with a better name. I don’t care what the fuck it is, just keep it short. A ten letter acronym that doesn’t spell anything is fucking stupid.”

	“Dude, who’s the hater?” a newcomer to the conversation asked.

	“You look stupid with a name like this. Come up with something better. Elves is better. Lots of things would be better. Figure something out.” Adam thrust the brochure back at the man who gave it to him and walked away. “Fucking elves.”

	Further on, he came upon a large group of union workers, or at least supporters of unions. Prominent among them was the teacher’s union. Adam tried having a conversation about what the demands, the goals, the aims of all this was. He was told they did not have such things, since that would limit the movement.

	“Isn’t movement without a goal just aimless wandering?” Adam asked.

	“That’s not how the occupy movement works. We transcend . . .” There was some more hippy gobbledygook but Adam did not bother listening. He spun around and walked away while his interlocutor was in mid-sentence.

	All the frustration Adam accumulated through this journey at last boiled over when he came upon the encampment of the climate change activists. “Seriously? What the fuck is wrong with you people? This is all bullshit!”

	“What?” one of the activists asked.

	“Global warming is a myth.”

	“Oh boy.”

	“The global average temperature hasn’t warmed in the last ten years. All the warming predictions are based on computer models that have now been proven wrong.”

	“Nothing’s been proven wrong.”

	“Show me one computer model that’s accurately predicted future weather.”

	“Dude, if you read the IPCC report you’d know the computer models are validated by the historical climate data . . .”

	“Which means they should make accurate future predictions,” Adam was shouting at this point. “Except you can’t show me one. Any other scientific field that couldn’t make accurate predictions would be run out of town. You alarmists are using junk science to advance a political agenda. That’s what this is about, pure and simple, a political agenda masquerading as science.”

	“Dude, ninety-nine percent of climate scientists, you know, the experts, disagree with you, but whatever, clearly you’re way smarter than . . .”

	“Ninety-nine percent! What is this, a fucking democracy of facts? We all get to vote on scientific theories now? Truth is a matter of popular opinion?”

	“Or you could believe what the Exxon funded scientists tell you.”

	“The researchers you’re taking about have already been caught manipulating data, they’ve admitted they need scarier data to motivate action, it’s all a fucking scam,” Adam’s face was red, his words coming out in a continuous stream. “They’ve admitted it’s political, that they’re manipulating the data to advance an agenda. I can point out independent scientists, independent, who refute all your bullshit. This junk science has been debunked, you’re pushing a political agenda that believes humans are fundamentally evil, that we should have less people and everybody should be poorer because nature, because fucking inert matter is more important than human well-being. It’s fucking nihilism, that’s what this is, fucking anti-human, anti-progress, anti-civilization bullshit nihilism.”

	With his signature flourishes Adam held out as long as he could against an array of detractors, but in the end there were so many more that even he was shouted down, their counterpoints bombarding him faster than he could respond. In the end he stormed off in disgust.

	That venting left him even more frustrated, and he drifted to the outskirts of the mob. He found himself on a sidewalk opposite the main park. Here he took a moment to just loiter, enjoying what was at least a beautiful autumn day. An array of policemen occupied this sidewalk as well, observing the crowd with a lazy detachment.

	Adam stood there, hands in his pocket, staring back at the center-less, chaotic mass of people. It seemed such a giant waste of human capital, to have all these people who could be doing something, just standing around insisting something change, somehow. He thought about going home but was too spun up to just go and bounce around his apartment.

	At that moment he was recognized again. “Hey, do I know you?” This time the conversation was started by a lumbering, jelly-filled cop. His belt looked strained in multiple directions, keeping his waist contained within and the thick cluster of tools hanging on it from collapsing. Unlike Adam’s counterparts in the crowd this policeman had a big, genuine smile and a gleam in his eyes.

	“I don’t think we’ve met in person,” Adam said, “if that’s what you mean.”

	“Well, I didn’t mean we had, but you’re Adam Hanson right?”

	“That I am.”

	“I heard you on ‘the Darkest Hour.’ I watched your speech, the Ten Commandments thing. That was brilliant.”

	“Thank you.”

	He offered out a hand. “Robert Geare. They call me Officer Bob.”

	“Officer Bob. I like that.”

	“If I can ask, I got the impression you served in Iraq.”

	“Uh-huh. Twelfth Cavalry.”

	“Not bad.” Bob pointed to himself. “Marine Air-Ground Task Force.”

	Never one to engage in inter-service rivalry, Adam just shot him a knowing smirk.

	“So what brings you to this?” Bob said, waving a hand at the crowd.

	“I heard they were anti-Wall Street protestors. I thought I could find common cause.”

	“No luck, huh?”

	“This isn’t a demonstration,” Adam said. “It’s a mess. These people don’t know why they’re here, they have no organization, no leadership, no plans, they’re just . . . it’s fucking chaos for the sake of chaos.”

	“Yeah, that’s all I’ve seen from ‘em.”

	“Are they really just camping out here? Overnight?”

	“That’s what they’ve been doing. Actually I think a bunch of them are just homeless people who showed up for the occasional free food and to use the crowd as cover for sleeping in the park.”

	“Oh. I thought those were just environmentalist non-bathing hippy types.”

	This got a rippling laugh from Bob. “Funny how it’s hard to tell the difference.”

	“I don’t know there is a difference. All these people are just drifting without direction. I mean these people, right here, if you gave this group political power, right now, today, they would not know what to do. They have no plans. They’d each pursue their own little agenda, assuming they even have a plan that goes that far. They would end up changing things almost at random, probably cancel each other out and end up doing nothing.”

	“Doesn’t sound like too bad a government to me.”

	Adam grinned. “There’s a fine line between a light touch and having nobody at the wheel.”

	“Too true. I’ll tell ya, if you gave me political power right now the first thing I’d do is evict all these people.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“You’re right, they don’t know what they’re all here for,” Bob said, his voice rising as he continued. “They don’t even have a permit. It’s just a bunch of people with axes to grind who showed up and latched on to the crowd. They think they’re all special, that they’re starting this whole profound movement. They’re not special, they’re the same old liberal activists with the same old liberal complaints. Now, the things you talk about in your speeches, that’s what I want to hear from politicians. Actual ideas. Know exactly where they stand. Can’t be afraid to offend someone by saying what ya stand for.”

	Adam turned to look at Officer Bob again. “You ever thought about going in to politics?”

	“Thought about it, yes. Done anything, no. Where’s a guy like me gonna get into politics? You have to know somebody.”

	From his pocket Adam pulled out a business card. “Well, now you know somebody.”

	This got a little surprised reaction, but then Officer Bob took the card and looked it over.

	“It’s not as tough as it might seem,” Adam said. “Stop by our offices when you get a chance, we can talk more.”

	 

	National Tea Party headquarters was still a carpeted over segment of a converted warehouse. Everything else about the party had been bustling and expanding and shiny ever since the midterm elections. On that night they had expanded out into some adjacent, unused warehouse space to create an auditorium from which the faithful could watch returns and celebrate victories. Adam had sat there, among the deacons and volunteers, talking and coordinating and taking calls. It had gotten off to an inauspicious start when he took a call from Rudy, who was crushed, in an emotional sense, after being crushed in an electoral one.

	“I’m really sorry I let you down,” Rudy said. “I can’t believe I lost after all that support you provided. I should have had this one.”

	“No need to apologize,” Adam said. “We can’t win them all. There’s also a bright side.”

	“Oh?”

	“Some of our guys are gonna win and go take office. I’m gonna need replacements to help me run the party. I’ll be needing you more than ever in the future.”

	“Alright, I’ll be there.”

	The Hubert loss turned out to be a speed bump. Lindberg and Greg Smith, running in North Carolina, claimed seats in the House. Allen Rose joined half a dozen other party members in various state houses. Moreover, all across the country, Republicans sympathetic to the tea party cause were winning. The Democrats took a shellacking, the GOP took a majority in the House of Representatives and a majority of state legislatures, and the National Tea Party began looking ahead to even bigger victories.

	As Jenny entered, she stomped passed a line of tables surmounted with phones and computers, overspilling with wires, and manned with fresh faces. She went straight to a central board, a giant wooden cork panel mounted on a thick support beam and pinned over with a giant map. 

	In front of the map stood the contrasting figures of Adam, tall and lean, and Erica Roland, short and compact. Both of them jumped a little when Jenny came up right behind them and called out Adam’s name over the noise of the room.

	Her face was contorted, anger and sadness and disheveled hair spilling across it. Adam just looked at her in confusion.

	“Adam!” she said again. She waited, as if this was a question, but got no response. “How could you?!”

	“How could I what?”

	“You . . . you know what I’m talking about. You fired David!”

	He just kept staring and kept a straight face.

	“Professor Atkinson. You fired him!”

	“I did.”

	“Why?!”

	“He’s a junkie. He showed up late for meetings, or missed them altogether. He couldn’t handle things now that we’re growing so fast.”

	“He was our friend, Adam.”

	“He still is, but I can’t have him running things around here anymore. He was overwhelmed.”

	“Did you have to humiliate him too?”

	“How so?”

	“How so?” Jenny tossed her hands at the surrounding crowd. “You fired him in front of everybody and replaced him with, with,” she gestured toward Erica, who took a step back and started looking for an exit. “With these racists!”

	“The Minute Men aren’t racists. Well, okay, some of them are, but they are not a racist organization. Anyway, the best thing that can be done is co-opt them, which is why Erica was the perfect candidate for the volunteer coordinator position. We’ll draw over the useful people and leave the rest isolated.”

	“So David isn’t useful?”

	“What would you have me do?” Adam asked. “I let him keep his place on the committee.”

	“Adam! That’s a slap in the face. You’ve told everybody the committee are figureheads. You mock them all the time.”

	“What else can I do with a junkie?”

	“Stop calling him that! He has a problem, he admits it.”

	“Whatever, that’s his problem, not mine.”

	“How can you be so cold about this? He was your friend too.”

	“I have to do what’s right for the party.”

	“That’s just so,” she stammered, her face turning bright red. “What about what’s right for us?”

	“Us?”

	Her mouth hung open in a gasp of disbelief. “Us! You and me!”

	“Is what’s best for the party not what’s best for you and me?”

	She gasped at him again. “God, Adam, why are you always like this? Nevermind, I don’t care. Don’t call me, I’m quitting too.”

	Jenny stormed out the same way she entered. Adam stood, watching her go, his face still yet to show anything more than a hint of surprise.

	“So, uh, that’s your girlfriend huh?” Erica said, her sweet Georgia accent lingering across the words and the sentiment.

	“Apparently my ex-girlfriend.”

	“Why don’t we do this another time. . .”

	“No, it’s good,” Adam turned back to the board. “Let’s continue.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“We need to get this sorted out today if the rallies are going to come off next week.”

	“Okay.” She continued staring until at last he met her gaze. Then she laughed. “You’re taking this very well.”

	“It’s been a long time coming. I probably should have just broken up with her myself instead of let it drag on.”

	“Oh.”

	“I think most women want more commitment than they could ever get from me.”

	“You’re afraid of commitment?”

	“I’m not afraid of monogamy, if that’s what you mean, but obviously I have other commitments.” He held out his arms at the party machine rolling around them. “You can’t just take me, you gotta take it all.”

	They got back to planning, a task Adam approached with an energy not present just a few minutes before. In fact, with the responsibilities of a girlfriend discarded, Adam became that much more of an ineluctable force.

	It was late in the year, and after the new year the primaries would start in earnest. Adam and Erica filled their large US map with color-coded pins, showing where their party was running its own candidates, where they were backing primary challenges to Republican incumbents, where they were backing the incumbents themselves. Soon, another map would be set up on the opposite side of this thick concrete column, this one to differentiate House versus Senate races. More maps still, showing individuals states, adorned the makeshift walls, their pins signifying the status of state and even local races.

	“You know,” the ever present Thor said to Adam at one point, “I could write a little GUI interface to let you do this on a computer.”

	“Will you be paying for the wide screens to display your GUI on the walls?”

	“You could do it with one screen that cycles between different views.”

	“I like this better. But write that, if you would, I’ll need it for something else.”

	To Thor, belonging to the first full computer generation, this approach seemed the worst of all worlds, but he rolled his eyes and went off to get to work. For Adam, the map boards were more motivational, surges of color that at a glance told everyone, volunteers, workers, the inevitable press who came through, of the advancing tide.

	There was, however, also a practical purpose. He was planning, after the new year, to launch a speaking tour, a sort of meta-campaign, not for himself but for all the candidates now represented by colored pins on maps.

	The demanding schedule now being assembled, and all the allocation of resources, personnel, money, advertising, gave some of the party an ominous foreboding.

	“It’s a lot of resources,” Anthony Duncan said, “spent electing people who aren’t even members of our party.”

	“They’re allies,” Adam said. “Ideological allies.”

	“But their loyalty is to the Republican party.”

	“Or it’s split,” Bob Geare said. He was more than willing to show up to meetings despite still not having an official role within the party. “They’ll back us only inasmuch as it does not conflict with their own party.”

	“I’m as reticent as the rest of you,” Adam said. “But let’s stay focused. What we need is people who will support our platform, our ten principles. The moment we lose sight of that we become just another political party motivated by nothing but a will to power, just like the major parties but without their financing. If we don’t have candidate in a given race, I’m willing to commit Minute Man PAC resources to the election of sympathetic Republicans, up to and including Ron Paul’s presidential run. Does anybody have any objections?”

	Whenever I got stories about past party meetings, the important ones that took place long before I joined, there was always a version told by Bob in which he brought up a whole bunch of points and issues that Adam always had to explain or think through, stuff that clarified or refined the chairman’s thoughts. For everyone else, Bob’s role was never as instrumental. As Michael Franks, whose accounts always had a ring of truth, told me once, “Adam was always ending meetings by asking for comments, but he never really wanted any. He didn’t talk in proposals, he talked in commandments. Either way, nobody ever had any objections.”

	So without objection, the National Tea Party launched itself into its first primary season. This was Adam’s first big rock tour, of the kind I would experience later on a grander scale. There was a bus with the new party logo, the red, white and blue Gadsden flag. The tour bus also had a wide screen that, most of the time, was dedicated to showing the computerized version of the campaign map Thor created. As time went on, Adam had him add flourishes. The mere location markers became quest markers, represented by exclamation points. The map got a sepia tone. Drawings of old cartographical art were added on its edges, such as the sea serpent coiling off the coast of California, the mermaids frolicking in the Gulf of Mexico, or the giant blue ox standing in Montana. Despite some misgivings by everyone else, the map was posted like this online, with a pair of crossed swords indicating the current location of the campaign bus.

	It was from this campaign that I got another story, this one told in various forms and distorted by time, but always centering on an old lady, at some rally somewhere, who asked Adam about the fantasy trappings that adorned his speeches and his website and his worldview. She wondered if this was not an endorsement of witchcraft and if perhaps Adam was in league with the ‘tea party witch’ who had run for the senate in Delaware two years earlier. The answer Adam gave would become one he would go back to often in various iterations.

	“To deny there is magic in the world is to deny God. How else do you suppose God works? Miracles, sure, but what is that but magic? I’ve seen magic. I play the guitar, and maybe I’m just middling at it, but I’ve seen some guys who are truly talented and what they do with that instrument is magic. Some people are gifted speakers, gifted athletes, gifted artists. What they do, what they create, you know, beautiful paintings? That’s magic. Michael Jordan flying through the air? You can’t tell me there’s not some magic there.

	“Those people, sure they work hard, but they start with what we call talent, with God-given gifts, that let them do. . . magic. At the same time, there is evil in the world, and perhaps we call that evil crime or terrorism or runaway spending or oppressive government, but what is a demon but a different word for all those maladies? So yes, I believe in magic and I believe in monsters precisely because I believe in God. Are you saying you don’t believe in God, ma’am?”

	“What? No, of course not.”

	“Then we’re in agreement! We just use different words.”

	Having cast his spell Adam shook hands with this old lady, who went away smiling.

	Adam’s quest took him through the enchanted snow fields of New Hampshire, then to the haunted coasts of Dixie, and on through the marshes and forests and mountains of the Super Tuesday states. Like any campaigning politician, he had a limited number of speeches that got repeated on every possible occasion. In Adam’s case he had them memorized to the point where he could recite them backwards, a feat he literally performed once, creating another mini-YouTube moment.

	Nevertheless, he always gave every speech with his signature meteoric passion. The tour was also an opportunity for Adam to refine not only his speeches but his speaking style. No longer did he stand at the podium, gripping it and shouting straight ahead like a machine gun. No longer did he feel lost without a guitar in his hands. At the National Tea Party rallies that year he assumed a more casual pose, almost a swagger. As he spoke he would angle his body to one side or the other, gesticulating with his arms, drawing in his crowd.

	“Being a Christian nation carries a great many responsibilities. It means taking care of the poor and sick. It does not mean bailing out giant corporations and Wall Street banks. Unlike the major parties that are both addicted to funding by corporate money, to Wall Street money, the National Tea Party is firmly against the manipulation of our economy by the Federal Reserve and its allied banks. It’s no great secret. If the Federal Reserve were audited, if it were reigned in, if it were not allowed to wreak havoc on the American middle class to the benefit of rich bankers, then runaway government spending would cease to be a problem.”

	Throughout this speaking tour, Adam also dealt with a lot of hecklers. They seemed drawn to him, something about his energy or bombast or hyperbole. Years playing guitar in dive bars had prepared him well for these encounters. The best video I saw from this period featured him responding to one.

	“The National Tea Party, we aren’t opposed to the idea of healthcare reform. We’ve proposed alternatives to Obamacare. What we are opposed to is the violation . . .”

	At this point in the video someone shouted ‘racist.’ Adam did not appear to hear it and continued. “. . . of individual liberty, which, so help us God, the Supreme Court will soon rule it unconstitutional . . .”

	“Obamacare was the Republican plan!” On the video this came as a faint shout from somewhere off camera.

	At that point, Adam stopped mid-sentence, blinking as if dazzled. “What? That’s . . .”

	In the video the camera pans out to reveal, off to one side, a group holding up some kind of banner. The crowd is booing, some people trying to pull down the banner, but the large block of people gathered to support it look pretty strong. It’s impossible to read what the banner says from the video, but I imagine it said something like ‘We are the 99%.’ Someone among them shouted, ‘Republicans would love Obamacare if Obama weren’t black.’

	“That’s just great,” Adam said as the banner at last started to come down from the crowd rallying to evict the protesters. “Does the ninety-nine percent refer to your level of delusion? I’m glad . . .” He paused, interrupted by a quick surge of cheering, “I’m glad you brought up Obamacare being the Republican plan because, look,” he pivoted around to point at the giant National Tea Party banner behind him. “Does that look like a Republican flag? Did you guys make a wrong turn, end up at the wrong rally? I am not a Republican. Did you miss the whole third party stuff I was saying earlier?”

	The eruption from the crowd drowned out anything more from the hecklers. “There’s a reason liberals no longer like liberty. It’s because liberty is dangerous. Look at these guys! It’s dangerous to let people decide for themselves, they might decide it’s a good idea to come out, to this crowd, not knowing anything about me, and put up some sign with a meaningless slogan and yell random stuff without even realizing I’m not a Republican. Liberty means letting people make their own bad decisions, even if it means getting thrown out by security and making yourself look like an idiot in front of thousands of people.”

	As the protestors reached the exit Adam pointed to them again and started clapping. “Occupy Wall Street right there, ladies and gentlemen, give ‘em a big round of applause. I’d hate to see them leave without their participation trophy.”

	By this point, the crowd was in hysterics and Adam was covered in sweat. As they cheered him forward he paused, pulling out a handkerchief and wiping his forehead. The idea of never letting his opponents see him sweat was not something Adam took seriously. He reveled in it, a sign, he said, that he was the only one out there who was not an empty suit.

	Over the course of the campaign, Adam became so good at thwarting hecklers that, in some speeches, he would start heckling himself just to have a foil to play against.

	“If they can force us to buy health insurance, where does it stop? Already health insurance companies are increasing the rates for people who smoke. If the government is paying for your health insurance, we should save taxpayer money and ban smoking. But why stop there? Alcohol increases the risk of health problems. Let’s save money and ban that. Fatty foods? Soda? Staying up past bedtime? That’s all unhealthy, and since we’ve made it the government’s business to pay for your healthcare, why shouldn’t the government start making these decisions for you. If you value the good of society over the liberty of the individual there is nothing the government cannot impose upon you for the supposed good of everyone.”

	At this point he turned and held up a hand. “But wait, I can already hear the liberal reaction. Health insurance is different, it’s not like other things people buy, everybody will one day be in the hospital, be in the old-age home, we will all need healthcare. So therefore, since everybody will get something out of it everybody should be required to contribute. Otherwise people without health insurance, what happens to them? Are they left to die on the street?”

	Again a dramatic pivot. “Of course, to believe that, you would have to fall into the liberal delusion of being unable to tell the difference between healthcare and health insurance. We need healthcare, but health insurance is not the only way to get it. Everyone should pay for their own healthcare, and if we decide that even means subsidizing some, helping out with things like Medicare, I am open to that, I am willing to be reasonable.

	“But making everyone buy health insurance? It’s another corporate give away, this time to insurance companies, who are, let’s face it, just another middle man. There are other means, more efficient means, and more importantly more democratic, free market means to pay for healthcare, ways that grant more individual freedom, more freedom to make our own healthcare decisions, with the added benefit of not adding more to the national debt.”

	Adam gave a lot of speeches like this, not just on healthcare but other topics. The format always included the same rhetorical flourish in which Adam would stop himself, pose an argument or a question as if from a hypothetical detractor, then proceed to demolish the implied counter-argument. I was also told a story, though I could never confirm it, that Clint Eastwood, or at least somebody working for him, saw Adam use this technique and ran with the idea. The result was Eastwood’s infamous speech at the Republican National Convention, in which he asked questions and held a rambling conversation with an empty chair as if it were occupied by President Obama. Suffice to say it’s hard to pull off without looking insane. Eastwood just did not have the knack for it that Adam did.

	 

	That April, at the time of the National Tea Party’s annual tax day protests, Adam was invited to do an interview on Fox News. A camera and lights and backdrop were set up in a corner of the party headquarters, with Adam sitting on a high stool in a close frame shot, disguising any trace that he was in a cavernous converted warehouse.

	The interviewer, in a studio back east, was a perky blond with a hyphenated last name. “For more on this I’m joined now by Republican strategist and former McCain campaign advisor Steven Truman in Los Angeles. Mr. Truman, good afternoon.”

	“Thanks for having me.” He had a staccato voice that fired with military precision.

	“And joining me from Austin, Texas, Adam Hanson is the chairman of the National Tea Party, one of the fastest growing tea party organizations in the country. Mr. Chairman, thank you for joining me this afternoon.”

	“Good to be here.” On another occasion Adam might have stopped her and asked to be called by his first name, but before the interview everyone advised him to make the most of his limited on-air time.

	“Mr. Truman, we’ll start with you,” the interviewer said as the on-screen image switched to a row of boxes showing the three talking heads. As always, Adam stood out among them, his bright-eyed stare making him seem a larger presence then his counterparts. “From everything we’ve seen it appears Mitt Romney is going to be the Republican nominee. What is Romney going to need to do to beat President Obama in November?”

	“Well the key is he needs to make this election about the incumbent. Focus on the economy, focus on jobs, focus on the Affordable Care Act, make this about Obama’s failures rather than Mitt Romney’s resume.”

	“You think he should talk about the Affordable Care Act? Wouldn’t that open him up to accusations of flip-flopping, given the similarities to the healthcare reform Romeny implemented in Massachusetts?”

	“Well those attacks are coming regardless, so if you try to ignore them that just clears the way for the Obama campaign to define Mitt Romney as a flip-flopper. The best thing the Romney campaign can do is outline what is different about the Massachusetts plan, why what works at a state level doesn’t translate to the national level, and say, up front and direct, how he’s going to fix the healthcare mess Obama has left behind.”

	“So, Mr. Hanson,” the interviewer flashed a wide smile, “I see you itching to go over there. You would beg to differ?”

	“With your opening statement,” Adam said. “I don’t think a Mitt Romney coronation is a foregone conclusion.”

	“Your organization has been backing Ron Paul.”

	“Yes, that’s correct, along with several other tea party organizations, and for very good reasons. He is clearly the superior candidate. Your other guest, Mr. Truman, just outlined it all. A Ron Paul campaign doesn’t have to waste time trying to explain how his identical healthcare reform is somehow different than Obamacare. Look, with all respect, if all you’re going to do is attack the incumbent, you come across as negative, as not standing for anything. Who wants to vote for an empty suit? There’s a reason the primary run up last year focused so much on finding an alternative to Romney, because nobody likes him. Is this the guy you really want running for president?”

	“Enough people liked him to vote for him,” Truman said.

	“Sorry, Mr. Truman, hold on . . .”

	“No, no,” Adam said. “Please, go ahead, I wanna hear this.”

	“Enough people liked Mitt Romney to vote for him in the primaries more than any other candidate. I’d also like to say that his winning the nomination is a foregone conclusion, there’s no realistic path for Ron Paul to claim the nomination. He hasn’t won a single contest.”

	“Mitt Romney is a media illusion,” Adam said. “He has the money to plaster his name and face everywhere, to smear his opponents. That’s why he’s winning, not because anybody likes him. The people paying attention, they’ve been pushing for somebody else. To your other point, Romney has been winning the votes that the media focuses on, and they focus on those because it makes political coverage seem like sports coverage, with an easy score to track and tell who’s supposedly winning. We’re talking non-binding votes here. The Ron Paul campaign has been acquiring actual delegate commitments . . .”

	“Oh, please.” Truman spluttered. “This so-called delegate strategy. Paul is not going to be the Republican nominee . . .”

	“Look,” Adam said, his stronger voice now asserting itself. “Look, I’m no Republican so it’s no great loss to me if they go ahead and shoot themselves in the foot, but the truth is there is no substantive difference between Obama and Romney. They’re both corporate, Wall Street shills. That’s why Ron Paul would make a much more compelling candidate.

	“Libertarianism, as a general political position, it brings in a great many Republicans, but it also brings in some Democrats, particularly younger Democrats who recognize the chaos coming their way because of out of control federal spending. A Paul candidacy would energize the base in a way that a milquetoast flip-flopper simply will not do, and it can also bring in moderates who are fed up with both sides . . .”

	“Assuming though, Mr. Chairman,” the hostess now edged her way in. “Assuming Representative Paul does not win the Republican nomination, is there any chance he might run as a libertarian or an independent?”

	“There is a chance. I don’t know the odds.”

	“A third party challenge by Ron Paul would split the republican vote,” Truman said. “That would hand the election to the Democrats. He would be a right-wing Ralph Nader.”

	“Can you be so sure of that?” Adam said. “Seems there may be just as many moderate Democrats who could be pulled in by a third party challenger.”

	“You keep telling yourself that.”

	“A curt dismissal, that’s certainly convincing.”

	“Look.” Truman tried to continue, was interrupted by both the interviewer and Adam, then all fell silent. “Look, may I?”

	“Yeah, go ahead Mr. Truman.”

	“The tea party organizations, and the National Tea Party in particular, would have you believe they represent a sort of middle ground between the two parties. In truth they’re nothing more than the extreme right wing of the Republican party. We saw last election, and we’re seeing again this time, they’ve hijacked primaries to put up the most extreme candidates who then fail to draw support in the general election, and that’s exactly what Ron Paul and several other of the primary challengers this year have been trying to do with the presidential contest.

	“Mitt Romney won the nomination because a majority of voters realize that a Ron Paul or a Rick Santorum have no chance in the general election. They represent extreme positions, extreme libertarian economic and extreme fundamentalist Christianity that are out of step with the American mainstream. I’ve been saying this since 2008, if the Republicans don’t get these extremists under control we’re going to push ourselves into the political wilderness for a generation.”

	“Mr. Chairman, we have time for one last response.”

	“Sure. When your two main parties are just slightly different shades of the same pro-corporate ideology, anything is going to look extreme. My party, and . . .”

	“Do you or do you not support a fundamentalist interpretation of Christianity?” Truman asked.

	Adam paused and tilted his head up, as if waiting for something more. “I support Christian morals as a guiding principle. Do you mean to imply that is out of step with a majority of Americans?”

	“I mean to imply . . .”

	“Gentleman, gentleman,” the interviewer said. “Gentleman, we’re out of time. This is an interesting discussion, we’ll have to continue it again at some point.”

	As the camera and lights were turned off, Adam got up and un-clipped the microphone from his suit. It was one of a series of brand new suits he had bought, replacing those he had sweated through into a scruffled mess. As always it looked great on camera, but made him seem hollow and shrunken in person.

	He walked away from the makeshift set to where his senior supporters were waiting, having watched the live feed on a wall-mounted big screen. “So, uh, how’d I do?”

	“You were awesome,” Franks said. “That was perfect.”

	“You think?”

	“That’s how I would have handled it,” Bob said.

	“That guy kept trying to interrupt you, you just kept your cool,” Frank said. “That’s exactly how you wanna handle it. He comes off looking extreme and you come off looking reasonable.”

	Adam was nodding to himself. “I hope so.”

	 

	During brief interludes in the spring tour, when the bus and the rest of the staff returned to Texas, Adam made pilgrimages to Las Vegas to make more appearances on ‘The Darkest Hour with Derrick Holcomb.’ Holcomb was always willing to let Adam go on at length, spending hours on diatribes and extemporaneous discussions with callers.

	They talked about Obamacare, with Adam reiterating his proposed alternatives, the fact that he had alternatives, and scoffing at the notion that Mitt Romney would do anything meaningful to change the legislation even if he was elected.

	They talked about the economy, about the benefits of a VATS tax and a withdrawal from NAFTA and about reducing the federal government footprint. They talked about the UN.

	“The UN’s Agenda twenty-one,” Derrick said, “is, I think, the biggest threat to the United States that nobody is talking about. This is a threat not just to our sovereignty, but to Christianity and western civilization.”

	“Honestly, I think things like this are more symptoms of the real problem,” Adam said. “The problem is a liberal philosophy that has established utilitarianism as its guiding light. It’s the principle that places this abstract good, the good of society, whatever that means, over the good of individuals. All these violations of individual liberty and freedom flow from that principle.”

	They talked about immigration and free trade.

	“Open borders benefit Wall Street. They hurt everybody else. Whether it’s free trade with China or free trade of labor, importing cheap labor or exporting jobs, that’s the central way that big banks have plundered the American economy. And like you say, this is a problem nobody is talking about, precisely because they’ve all bought into what we were saying earlier, being internationalists and utilitarians and not looking out for individual Americans. It’s more than just politicians being bought and sold by Wall Street, though that’s a big problem itself, but it’s about politicians buying into a false, destructive ideology.”

	They talked about Islam and terrorism.

	“Muslims are the other side of the same coin as liberals. They’re both anti-Christian, anti-human nihilists, determined just to destroy out of hatred and jealousy. It’s bad enough to have open borders that let criminals from Mexico so easily enter the country, but one day our lax attitude to border security is gonna let another serious terrorist threat into this country, and that may be what it takes for us to finally get serious about defending ourselves.”

	They talked, at last, about Adam’s love life.

	“I understand you’re single now.”

	“I am, but I’m not accepting marriage requests at this time. To be honest right now I’m married to my work.”

	Whenever he appeared on Holcomb’s show, Adam also stayed with the Holcombs. They lived in an expansive ranch-style house on a small plot of land in a vast, winding subdivision of North Las Vegas. The front room had a vaulted ceiling with a high shelf around the perimeter, on which Helen displayed a series of southwest Indian style artwork, with lots of turquoise jewelry and sculptures and pottery. Out back there was a glass-walled annex containing a Jacuzzi.

	Arriving here the first time, Adam was met by Derrick’s six-year old son Isaac. The precocious towheaded child sat at their long dining table, assembling a Lego structure. While Derrick headed for the kitchen and called back the offer of a drink, Adam sat right down and asked Isaac what he was building. For the next several hours the two of them worked on a Lego version of a Mars rover. More time after that was spent piloting the thing around the ‘Martian’ landscape that was the plush furniture of the front room.

	From then on, Adam’s visits were greeted by an on-rushing Isaac, hurrying like a dog to greet the arrival of his Uncle Adam. On one visit, Isaac came running around the corner from the kitchen and, not watching where he was going, collided head on with one of the dining room chairs. He managed it with such force he got a black eye, of which his mom took a whole lot of pictures. When the infamous collision occurred though, Adam was the one standing right there.

	“Oh, buddy.” He knelt down next to Isaac, who struggled and failed to hold in tears. “Buddy, you okay?” Isaac just rubbed his eyes. “Man, chair,” Adam turned and began to address the dining room chair. “What are you thinking chair? You had to know Ike would be coming around this corner. Why are you sitting in his way? Did you want him to collide and hurt himself like that? It’s just plain rude. Look, no, you’re not going to be sat in if you’re gonna misbehave like that.” Adam got up and pushed the chair in underneath the table.

	Isaac witnessed this exchange with reduced tears and a growing smile. Adam continued the beratement until Isaac laughed aloud, forgetting that he was supposed to be sore. On subsequent occasions, Isaac, upon Adam’s arrival, would inform him of other inanimate objects that had misbehaved and required a stern lecture.

	Hearing about all this just proved to me, as other stories had established, that it requires a certain special talent, like Adam, to know how to talk to an empty chair.

	 

	Everyone I spoke to about this time in Adam’s life commented on how he did not buy a house in Austin. I did not think much of it until someone pointed out that he had already saved up a considerable sum. As the chairman and chief finance officer of his party, he could have considerably inflated his salary, bought a big house and a new car, lived it up.

	Nobody ever seemed surprised he did not. In fact he often did not take pay at all, living off savings to keep the party afloat.

	At the end of his journeys, after the multi-state speaking tours, the radio and television appearances, the fancy fund-raising soirees, Adam would return to his tiny studio apartment. Often he would walk in to stand in the cramped kitchenette and survey his entire domain, with the unmade bed, little computer card table and the tiny bathroom beyond with its dripping faucet and backed-up shower drain, the open closet, filled with more boxes than clothes.

	Adam might then change out of his suit and into a Metallica t-shirt, walk Fox around the block, then settle back in with a sleeve of saltine crackers, sit down on his bed with his laptop, and get online. 

	The air conditioning in his apartment did not work and the overhead fan had an asynchronous whine that might have grated on someone else. Adam just sat there sweating, absorbed in reading and leaving online comments on news articles.

	I have heard a lot of speculation about why Adam was such an aesthete. Allen Rose saw in him the embodiment of monastic ideals, thought that Adam himself was a sort of monk of the information age. Helen would become convinced that, girlfriends notwithstanding, Adam was in essence asexual and therefore motivated by desires and drives alien to most of the human race. Professor Atkinson was more elaborate about it. “Adam is a man trapped inside a robot,” the professor once said. “Not trapped, actually, but hiding inside one, on purpose, lest he disturb the clockwork machinery that keeps him running.”

	 

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 17

	 

	TERRIBLE SWIFT SWORD

	 

	Drones. Their time was upon us.

	The invasion did not unfold as anyone might have suspected, save Adam and the few in the Pentagon with true faith in his plans. On Monday there was talk of nuclear conflict, wondering if the Iranians would try to bomb an American base in Kurdistan, or an aircraft carrier, or Israel, or, via terrorist proxies, an American city.

	That evening, as the sun set, the robot army was released. Mini-tanks and mega-tanks and rotorcraft and supersonic vectored-thrust aircraft and conventional fixed-wings. On television they looked like toys, or like Mars rovers when viewed through the distorted lenses of their onboard cameras. On maps they were symbolized by icons showing the circle-bisected-by-top-vertical-line electronics power symbol. Their blue icons swept in thick arrows across Iran in a giant east-west pincer, converging on Tehran.

	The drones moved with preternatural speed. One, monitoring its own onboard camera and sensors, could identify where incoming fire was coming from. Turrets from the whole column would swivel, lock in, fire, in a fraction of a second. Their motion was only apparent in the slowed down, high speed camera explanations all the news streams started posting. In real time they moved like a cursor tracking across a computer screen, double-clicking on whatever they wished to destroy. Before a human eye could even notice there was incoming fire, a dozen turrets would snap in one direction and something in the distance would explode.

	With their intelligences networked together, a column of these tanks, and their rotorcraft close air support, seemed unstoppable, like a line of fire ants. Even as it was happening, I witnessed some generals complaining about the lack of an opening bombing campaign to soften up the enemy, yet it was obvious to anybody watching that such a campaign opening was redundant. Long range jet drones, released in swarms, swept ahead to provide air cover and the packs of tank drones did the rest.

	On Friday, Tehran itself fell. Small rover drones patrolled the streets. Human-piloted drones, and actual humans, moving in the wake of the robot army, arrived and set up armored monitoring stations, the same sorts of things used by police in New York and other major American cities. Command posts for operating the drones and monitors were deployed throughout the country.

	By the end of the next week it was all over. In a fortnight the Islamic Republic, the sworn enemy of America, had been overrun and neutralized. Actual American casualties were less than a dozen humans, along with a bunch of drones that industrial centers back in the states were already replacing. The robot army even moved with enough speed to outpace the news cycle. Talking heads were still debating invasion strategies or decrying this war as illegal and unjustified or, above all else, discussing the possibilities of a nuclear weapon being deployed. That weekend the news streams were all stammering as they struggled to throw together coverage detailing what a post-invasion Iran would look like. For his part, Adam already had a plan there too.

	 

	“This!” Adam said to me as we watched news streams showing rovers patrolling the streets of Tehran. “This is why I had to have complete control of the budget process. Nobody would have funded this development without me. Congress, the Pentagon, the generals, nobody thought drones with artificial intelligence were a good idea. They were afraid! They thought, they actually thought the things would turn on us, like this was fucking Skynet or something. Human controlled drones, they told me, that’s what we need, more human controlled drones and human pilots and human instinct and human reaction time and human fallibility. That’s all they could think, that maybe these drones would put them out of a job. Did you ever think your simulation AI was going to turn on you or take your job?”

	“I . . . no, no, to be honest I never thought about that.”

	“Exactly. That’s what inspired me, hearing about how your modeling AI worked. I knew this was something the military needed to look in to, if they weren’t already. Can you believe they had started development of these things and then stopped?!”

	“The Pentagon has a lot of half-completed projects,” Fred said.

	“Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” Adam was out of his seat, unable to contain himself. “Look at what this project they were going to abandon has done. We literally, literally, have an unstoppable robot army!”

	“They’re not unstoppable, sir,” Deputy Secretary Middleton said. “We’ve actually had quite a few of the wolf tanks destroyed. Mostly by landmines and similar traps.”

	“Well that’s the point now isn’t it? We can throw these things away and just build more. They’re expendable.”

	“We shouldn’t be too careless with them.”

	“How many men would have died if not for these things scouting ahead?”

	Middleton grimaced. “I . . . I don’t know, sir.”

	“Find that out. Figure out how many men we would have lost, and how many more Humvees or Abrams or whatever, the more expensive manned vehicles, find out how much more monetary damage we would have sustained if not for these drones. And get those numbers to Dr. Graham, I want them trumpeted as loud as possible.”

	For a moment Adam stopped, breathless, watching the news footage. His mind, I could tell, was racing, as if in an attempt to keep up with the reaction speed of the drones. “Sam!” He spun to me, weapons locked in, and I flinched in response. “Sam, what do you know about Iranian politics?”

	“Iranian politics? Very little, I’m afraid.”

	“Find out. Everything you can. I want a full predictive analysis, just like you do for national elections.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Absolutely. I want to know who would win in a free election. Don’t discount President Dastjerdi, assuming he’ll want to run again.”

	“The current president?” Fred asked. “He’s not going to be, I don’t know, arrested?”

	“Of course not,” Adam said. “Now, the Supreme Council, the Ayatollahs, they’ll be arrested. Perhaps to hand over to the International Criminal Court, I don’t know, Ruben is still negotiating that. Either way, they’re gone, good riddance, but the democratically elected government, they can stay. Hell, we’ll probably bring them into the United Democracies.”

	“Really?” I asked.

	“Sure. Probably the most democratic nation in the region, if not for the unelected Supreme Leader stepping in and messing around with everything. It’s like a constitutional monarchy except the monarch thinks he still has legitimacy and tries to be more than a figurehead. Maybe we’ll leave some as figureheads. Either way, the plan has always been to decapitate the Supreme Council and leave the rest of the government intact.”

	Adam turned back to the television for a moment, then continued. “You see, that was the problem in Iraq. They took out the entire government, left nobody in charge. That’s why there was anarchy and an insurgency. This time it’s different. We leave most of the government intact, same institutions, same people, minimal disruption. The parliament has a new election next year, the president the year after that. So take note, Sam, I want a projection of the makeup of the new parliament next year as well.”

	“This is a tall order Mr. President.”

	“I’m sure you’re up to it. Make it your top priority.”

	“Even over preliminary stuff for next year’s election here?”

	This, at last, gave pause to his boundless exuberance. “Does Rudy have you working on anything major?”

	“No, just the usual primary campaign stuff.”

	“We do need to have a meeting about the travel plans for next week. Jonah, go ahead and set that up. Otherwise, Sam, no, focus on this international analysis.”

	“Alright then,” I drew a deep breath. “About next week though, Mr. President, you do realize that Electoral College math no longer applies, right? These Midwestern states you’re planning to visit are not the crucial swing votes they once were.”

	“I know that and you know that, but most of the party, from Rudy on down, still seem to be laboring under the old system. That’s why I want this meeting. Next year is going to be a whole new year for democracy, and we need to map out a whole new electoral strategy.”

	 

	On the news streams that Sunday, the post-invasion war got underway. The first volley came from Senator Reginald Nelson.

	“This president needs to address these issues,” the former presidential candidate said. “The American people need to know what happened to spark this war.”

	The news anchor interrupted him here. “According to several statements from the Pentagon, they’ve addressed this several times . . .”

	“No, no, no. The president himself needs to address this. Look at what we have here. This so-called ‘terrorist flotilla’ that was approaching our carrier, we find out now were just fishing trolleys. So we sank a fishing fleet.”

	“Senator, do you not think that was a mistake?”

	“I didn’t say that, but if it’s a mistake then it’s a mistake that helped start a war, we can’t just dismiss it. But look at what we have. We have a fishing fleet mistaken for enemy ships, then we have this radar installation that nobody can even confirm exists. Your own news organization cannot find where this skirmish occurred. So we’re hearing now that the closest thing out there is some kind of unmanned listening station. Who were the American servicemen and women that got killed by Iranian forces? How did this war start? The American people deserve to know. The president needs to address this personally.”

	A different news stream had Andrew Nigel making the same argument. “This is just one part in a series of obfuscations and outright lies by this administration. We still do not have any real solid evidence Iran was ever involved with the President’s Day bombing, and we have yet to find any evidence they have developed nuclear weapons at all. The American people have every reason to think this attack on a radar station that does not seem to exist was a lie the Hanson administration concocted as an excuse to start a war they’ve wanted ever since taking office.”

	Deputy Secretary Middelton, the poor, put-upon guy, had been sent out to this particular show to defend the president. “I resent,” he said to the minority leader, “your implication that the Hanson administration would send American servicemen into harm’s way based on evidence we knew to be fake.”

	“Did you not know that? What did the president know and when did he know it?”

	“The president has every reason to believe the evidence linking Iran to The Event is real. The presence of fishing trolleys in the Straits of Hormuz is still being investigated.”

	“And what about the radar station?” the female host anchoring this segment asked. “It seems very strange, Mr. Secretary, that nobody can even locate this facility.”

	He paused and cleared his throat. “As I have already stated, the nature and location of that particular facility is classified as a matter of national security. I cannot say . . .”

	“Awfully convenient,” Nigel said.

	“Please, Congressman. I cannot say anything more. The president, the president is aware of all this, he has seen the intelligence reports, he made his decision based on information in the reports, classified information, and I simply cannot comment further.”

	“Have you seen these reports yourself?” the anchorwoman asked.

	“I have, yes.”

	“Do you agree with the president’s decision?”

	“I do, absolutely.”

	“Why hasn’t Congress been briefed on these reports?” Nigel said, bursting in again. “We’ve been kept completely in the dark, both parties. The president isn’t doing himself any favors . . .”

	“I think we all know why the president hasn’t briefed Congress, because Congress leaks like a sieve.” Middleton resettled his heavy frame in the seat as he spoke, better positioning himself to throw some weight around. I turned off my television.

	Over the next couple weeks, the Democrats in Congress continued to make noise about how the war got started. Adam’s subordinates continued to invoke national security, while his congressional surrogates, Rose and Forrestal and Osborn, cried treason on those trying to score political points in the middle of a war.

	They were so busy screaming at each other, they almost didn’t notice the war had ended. Less than three weeks after the emergency session of Congress, in which the United States declared war for the first time in almost a century, Secretary of State Ruben flew to Tehran to oversee a peace accord. As Adam had promised, the entire government, president on down, save for the clerics, was left intact.

	Images of the Ayatollahs, in their long black robes and black turbans, being led away by American soldiers, was interspersed on the news streams with the signing ceremony. President Dastjerdi, his frame still bull-like but his face now grinning and bewildered, shook hands with Ruben right before they sat down to sign an official peace accord. Flashing cameras highlighted the men in harsh light.

	The news streams, never ones to shy from hyperbole, all had some commentator going on about how this meant, for the first time in more than fifty years, the United States had formal, normalized diplomatic relations with Iran.

	 

	Two days later Russia launched its own unprecedented invasion.

	The first amazing thing about what happened was how little coverage it got in the main news streams. I had overheard enough briefings, listened to Fred and the Joint Chiefs enough, to make it seem like a big deal. Much of the media disagreed. It had been noted to me by Dr. Graham at one point that, ever since Adam’s threats of libel suits and license revocations over the false reports of US air strikes on Iraq the year before, many news streams had cut back on their coverage of military actions, and foreign affairs in general. Still, this was no ordinary crisis. I resorted to buying a subscription to BBCtream to get all the details.

	From the graphics posted, I figured there were three main fronts. Russian conscripts and commandos had entered the Ukraine, advancing on a city called Kharkov. Further north, Russian heavy tanks advanced out of the city of St. Petersburg, moving in lazy columns as if they were out for some carefree road trip. They crossed into Estonia, breaking past some surprised guards at a checkpoint, while paratroopers began landing on the other side of the border.

	Most disturbing of all, to me anyway, was the line of Russian drones. They were not autonomous, relying on human controllers located in armored trucks following the advance. Still, they had the same armor and speed advantages over manned tanks. This force, five divisions of remote-piloted war machines, advanced into Belarus, along the Kaliningrad supply line, a rail line connecting Russia to its sea port enclave next to Poland, a place whose very existence was news to me.

	Even as troop columns were crossing the border President Yuletin was on state television, his full goatee making him look like somebody’s evil, goatee-wearing twin, justifying the action. “Just as America,” a translator spoke over his speech, delivered from some nondescript desk, “can no longer tolerate the terrorist threat from illegitimate states, so Russia can no longer tolerate the terrorist threat from unstable border states. If the world is to have a new era of peace and stability then the great powers must have freedom of action to contain unstable governments.”

	In the Oval Office, Secretary Ruben was beside himself.

	“I told you this was going to happen!” he said to Adam. “I told you we were giving away too much to the Russians.”

	“You really think the Russians did this because of us?”

	“We gave them a free hand. We signed it away! We literally signed an agreement that gave them a ‘free hand’ in their ‘near abroad.’ Literally, we sold out these countries, including members of NATO!”

	“We didn’t sell them out.” Adam leaned back in his chair, his feet propped up on the desk. He had been nothing but casual and expansive since the fall of Tehran. “Russia is doing what Russia was gonna do regardless.”

	“We signed an accord, Mr. President. There is an actual, signed document granting them a free hand.”

	“Your point being?”

	The way Ruben’s face was turning red I thought his head might explode. “Mr. President, they’ve got us in a bind. They can invade these countries, overthrow governments, block trade agreements, whatever, and we can’t stop them.”

	“Who says we can’t stop them?”

	“They have an accord,” Ruben jumped a little as he vented frustration. “We agreed to give them a blank check.”

	“A blank check is nothing but paper. You think paper is ever going to stop me from doing what’s right?”

	“They could expose it, sir. Think about what would happen if the world found out we had sold out these countries to get Russian support for sanctions.”

	“Nobody seems to believe all our intel linking Iran to The Event, yet you think they’ll all believe this new document the Russians produce?”

	“They will if they’re inclined to think the worst of us.”

	“If they’re inclined to think the worst of us then none of it matters,” Adams sat up, bringing more of his voice to bear. “They’ll hate us no matter what we do. Fuck ‘em.”

	“We can’t just write them off, Mr. President. We’re talking about Estonia, one of the Baltic States. They’re a member of NATO.”

	“Does NATO really even exist anymore?”

	“I . . . Mr. President, you know they do.”

	“Yeah, except there hasn’t been a NATO submit in . . . how long exactly? We haven’t sent representative to any NATO meetings since before McHenry was president. So my question still stands, is NATO even really a thing?”

	“The Europeans think it is. They’ve voted to activate their Joint Strike Force.”

	“Good. Great. Let them deal with this mess.”

	“Mr. President, we’re talking about writing off our European allies!”

	“They aren’t our fucking allies, Ruben,” Adam held out his arms to release his own exasperation. “When the fuck will you get that through your head? They’re a bunch of pretentious, socialist, elitist, cowards. Our real allies joined with us in the United Democracies. Europe chose to keep working with illegitimate governments rather than back us. They can go fucking rot. I don’t give a fuck if Russia conquers the whole fucking continent. Maybe this war is what they need to slap some fucking sense into them!”

	“So we’re just gonna let these democratic states get overrun by Russian oligarchs?”

	“These aren’t democratic states. They’re failed states. Yuletin had a point, Ukraine is nothing but chaos. They’ve had countless revolutions that they were naming after colors except they ran out of colors and had to start going with flowers, which they’re running out of. What are we up to, the water lily revolution? They’ve had so many revolutions they get a discount on the next one.”

	“They’ve had all those revolutions because Russian separatists and Russian commandos keep destabilizing their government.”

	“Ukraine is also the not the only country invaded,” Fred said.

	“Okay, so? It’s eastern Europe, what country there isn’t some kleptocracy or wannabe Orwellian nightmare? Who gives a fuck if the current corrupt dictators are replaced with corrupt Russians?”

	Fred grimaced at this. “The rest I would agree with, sir, but the Baltic states are democratic members of NATO.”

	“Okay, and their invasion is unfortunate, but the truth, LT, is that we are not. We are not part of NATO. The United Democracies charter withdrew our membership, and we haven’t sent a representative to any conference since then. So okay, maybe we didn’t officially update our social media status, but I think everybody knows where we stand.” Adam leaned back in his chair again. “This is a regional conflict I don’t care to be involved in.”

	Ruben heaved a sigh, in a literal sense, his body shuddering as if he were pushing a great weight forward. “So what am I supposed to do at the Cape Town conference next week?”

	“Is this on the agenda for that conference?”

	“No, but it’ll be added by the time the conference starts. There’s a majority of votes to at least refer the situation to the Security Council.”

	“Do nothing.” Adam dropped his feet off the desk and leaned forward. “Or issue some condemnation. In fact, yeah, do that, issue a statement, have them condemn this unilateral invasion, such actions should only be undertaken with United Democracies approval, refuse to recognize any Russian claim to that territory or any puppet government they set up. That sort of thing, as nasty language as they want to use. Just don’t commit to any action. No invasions, no threats of invasion, no trade sanctions. Leave it at words.”

	“Is that our official position as well, Mr. President?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“Yes, thank you, Jonah, yes absolutely. Can you and Kris handle drafting up a press release?”

	“Shouldn’t my office handle that press release?” Ruben said.

	“Whatever. Sure. No wait, you’ll issue one after the conference, let the White House handle this.”

	“We should also have a statement about the protests,” Kris Stafford said.

	“The protests?”

	“In Saudi Arabia,” Fred said, “and elsewhere.”

	“Oh. Okay.” Adam tossed a hand. “What do you wanna say? They’re protests. People don’t like autocratic governments. Good for them?”

	“That’s not why they’re protesting, Mr. President,” Ruben said.

	“At the briefing this morning I was told these were anti-government protests.”

	“It goes beyond that, sir,” Middleton said, standing at the back of the room. “They’re protesting their government’s support for the United States, specifically for support of our occupation of Iran.”

	“No, that’s not it either,” Ruben said. “They’re protesting because of the reports of our forces slaughtering civilians in Iran.”

	“Slaughtering civilians?” I blurted out, this being the first I had heard of the issue.

	“What the media calls slaughter, most Americans would call law and order,” Adam said. “I like that, Jonah, include that in the statement. Those people who got killed, they were caught by our monitors breaking the law, looting or burglarizing or whatever, thinking there would be chaos after our troops entered and hoping to take advantage of it. It’s all evidence of the fact that there was no post-invasion chaos like in Iraq, that the United States is maintaining the rule of law.”

	“Mr. President,” Fred said, “that may not be the exact reason for the protests either. The intel we have on them in somewhat opaque.”

	“Well, find out why they’re protesting so we can fucking make a statement. Actually, whatever, Jonah, stick with what I already said, just be sure to note that we’re monitoring the situation. LT, are these protests, are they for real? This morning’s briefing led me to believe nothing would come of them.”

	“Nothing will if they remain small, but anything could happen. They could grow, they could peter out, they could remain peaceful, they could start allying themselves with the Islamic Revolution party and turn violent.”

	“The situation is just too fluid right now,” Middleton said by way of summary.

	“Is this fucking amateur hour or something?” Adam said. “How hard can it be to figure out what a giant crowd of people are protesting?”

	“They’re similar to Occupy Wall Street, Mr. President. Every cause and grievance with a following is attaching themselves to them.”

	“Great, that’s just what we need.” Adam paused, tapping a hand on the table as his left arm moved with some nervous tick. “Manny, set up a meeting with Director Hemming as soon as you can. If anybody can get to the bottom of this it’s her.”

	 

	Over the course of that fall Adam remained focused on foreign affairs, and I found myself attending fewer White House meetings. Summer heat still lingered throughout the city, and my apartment felt unwelcoming. So, if for no other reason than a desire to seek free air conditioning, I ventured down to the ground level of my building, to a little hole-in-the-wall Asian place. That autumn it became my default location. They made sushi and this really tasty sweet and sour thing, but the main reason I was there was for the full bar and the seat at the end reserved for me.

	It did not have air conditioning, but I had discovered few public places around this market center did. My little Asian place had a set of lazy crank fans powered by a wind turbine atop the building, which complemented the wall decor, a mix of calligraphy paintings done on tall banners in imitation of some Asian style, some overgrown ferns near the window, and random hub caps and rusted automobile parts. I had always wanted to be a regular at a third world cantina. Which is to say, I did not want anything like that, but I enjoyed the ambiance all the same.

	I spent many evenings drinking warm bourbon and avoiding going up to my sweltering apartment. The big screen across the bar always showed muted clips from a sports stream. I sometimes watched, sometimes pulled up news on my notebook. By this point I was subscribing to multiple foreign news streams. I was becoming a news junkie in spite of myself, in particular a war news junkie, though I felt a little morbid and ashamed of this.

	I could always find footage of Russian forces rolling through some city or over some forest-lined road, and I marveled at their strange, eclectic mix. They had elite commandos and ‘Spetznaz’ forces in armored fighting vehicles that, as far as I could tell, looked no different than American forces; advanced armored drones; tanks that looked like they belonged in the last century; troops that dressed like motorcycle gangs and rode on actual heavy motorcycles; helicopter troops who dressed in all black like some cheesy action movie ninjas; and a ton of so-called ‘technicals.’

	This last, I learned, was a cryptic term for something very basic. Technicals were just small cab Toyota pickups with a fifty-caliber machine gun mounted on the roof and a bunch of crazy people in the back. This crude form of mechanized infantry represented the bulk of the Russian army and were used in support of all the other, fancier forces.

	Starting about a week into the crisis, a new force, not much shown in any news videos, got added to the fray when the Russians unveiled a vast armada of Chinese made aerial drones. Like their tank drones, these were still controlled by humans, though there must have been small armies hidden away somewhere piloting them, because they operated in vast swarms. The one video I did see, taken from somewhere in Lithuania, showed these drones like a swarm of insects, a giant cloud of black spots sweeping across the sky in strange, undulating waves.

	Although Russia had invaded Ukraine, Georgia, Belarus, and the Baltic states, there had so far been no official declaration of war on either side. To the nations being invaded, such a declaration probably seemed redundant. The rest of Europe, I think, was frozen with indecision. The Baltic States issued a joint statement calling for a meeting of NATO, to invoke that organization’s mutual defense clause. The rest of Europe seemed to realize, as Adam pointed out, that NATO did not really exist anymore. Instead they appealed to the European Union. The council president used his authority to activate the EU Joint Strike Task Force, which was deployed to Lithuania, only to find itself sitting there with undefined rules of engagement, guarding the rail line to Kaliningrad while allied troops fought and died just a few dozen miles away in Belarus.

	As the crisis escalated much of Eastern Europe, with long memories of Soviet domination and a fear of being in the path of the Russian war machine, mobilized their own troops. Biggest among these was Germany. Sitting in my little cantina in the outskirts of Washington on a hot autumn day, I was incredulous. There was a war opening up between Germany and Russia, with German tank divisions being deployed into Estonia and the Ukraine.

	“What about the situation in Europe?” a news anchor asked Dr. Graham during a typical news segment. “How do you respond to the Democrat’s charge that the United States should be doing more in the face of Russian aggression?”

	“More hollow rhetoric. The Hanson administration, as it has since the fighting there started, has called for a ceasefire and for negotiations. What do the Democrats want us to do? Deploy troops? If we did they would call the president a warmonger. We’d be accused of starting world war three.”

	“Do you not think world war three has already started?” This was the most provocative question I saw asked of the doctor, and it made me perk up and listen.

	“This isn’t a world war. It’s a European war. Europe doesn’t run the whole world any more. Let’s face it, they’re a backwater. No European country has opted to become a full member of the United Democracies, maybe because they’re set in their old ways, don’t want to acknowledge that they’re no longer the center of the universe. The United States is treating this like any other regional conflict. We’re not going to interfere if American interests aren’t threatened and we’re going to stand by to act as peacekeepers or mediators if the situation warrants. Nothing more. Enough Americans have died keeping Europe safe, they can help themselves for once.”

	By this point the war in Eastern Europe was a month old, and Europe looked pretty pathetic when it came to helping itself.  Russian forces were involved in heavy urban fighting through the streets of all three Baltic State capitals, and had inflicted an embarrassing rout of a German tank division near the city of Riga, thanks mostly to their surprisingly large drone air force.

	Meanwhile, over the previous week, protests in a dozen cities around the Persian Gulf had turned violent, with clashes between Shiite protestors and state police. For dramatic reasons, most news attention got focused on what the headlines had labeled ‘the Siege of Bahrain.’ This small island in the Persian Gulf was an independent nation housing the headquarters of the US Fifth Fleet. Incessant but peaceful protests there from the local Shiite population had erupted into violence after an attempted government crackdown. Over a forty-eight hour period, revolutionaries stormed government buildings and set fire to police stations. Then they tried to seize the naval base.

	United States Marines were forced to open fire on protestors throwing rocks and trying to push through the main gate. I found video footage of people attempting to scale fences or force their way through, and of drones deployed around the grounds to form hardened emplacements.

	Throughout the night, small arms fire was directed at the naval base, at dawn giving way to heavier munitions as the rebels seized equipment from the overrun Bahraini security forces.

	By the next morning, Eastern Time, the whole base was under siege and I was back at the White House for a series of emergency meetings. Getting my news about the situation from Fred made it even more terrifying than the hyperventilating news reports. Most available drones were keeping the peace in Iran. None had been left for something as mundane as guarding a base. The Marines were left scrambling, trying to get men and robots in to defend against the heavy firepower the new rulers of Bahrain could bring to bear, and equipment to replace the infrastructure of the city they were now cut off from.

	Within a week the Bahrain naval station was transformed into a new Guantanamo Bay, an island on an island, isolated from the surrounding land and dependent on resupply by sea. The president’s Pentagon advisors fretted and paced and shouted, Dr. Graham spun news, and Adam himself developed some kind of shaking tic in his left arm.

	“My shoulder’s been bothering me,” he said, rotating that whole arm. “I don’t think it healed right after I dislocated it in Aspen.”

	“I keep telling you to have a doctor look at that,” his wife told him.

	For the protestors and Islamists and revolutionaries, the siege and brief artillery shelling of the naval base was at least a propaganda victory. Among other things, they had seized the main studios of a major news company. Images of small cruiser drones, left to guard the base perimeter, getting pulverized by tank rounds, images of artillery falling on American destroyers in the harbor, images of dead or wounded marines at the main gate, being pulled back to cover by their comrades, images of American bombers wreaking havoc throughout the city of Al Manamah as they sought to destroy the enemy’s firepower. All of this was captured with high-end video equipment, professionally edited, and transmitted throughout the Arab world.

	 

	Around the beginning of November, there was a sudden shift in the D.C. weather, from lingering summer to stormy winter. For several days there was an almost constant rain that never quite managed to freeze. Slush fell from the sky in big clumps that made for a chorus of odd splat sounds against my roof as I tried to sleep each night.

	Sometime during that first freezing week of winter, I discovered that the little Asian place below my apartment was well-heated. From then on I almost lived at the place, heading upstairs to my apartment only to sleep and shower.

	The weather made a lot of headlines in part because it was a slow news week. In Europe a similar but more severe storm system had been dubbed ‘the Peacemaker.’ After eight weeks of fighting and unabated Russian advances, the massive and sudden snowfall created an effective ceasefire. In past fighting with their neighbors, the Russians had employed a system of establishing so-called ‘frozen’ conflicts. These started with some Russian aggression, but then, rather than escalate the situation, they would pull up short, stopping without ever agreeing to a ceasefire. The cessation of hostilities would prevent the war from expanding and drawing in more countries against them, while the lack of a negotiated settlement meant they never had to concede anything or alter the status quo on the ground, which often looked like their original objective. It seemed they had employed this frozen warfare strategy again, this time with the help of a literal freeze.

	For my part I spent much of that week parsing through all kinds of polling data, trying to determine who would emerge as the Democratic presidential nominee from a crowded and competitive field. After another long day, I found myself once more still working on my notebook even as I stopped off at my regular haunt, drinking, not yet ready to head up home.

	At some point, without realizing it, I switched from looking at data to looking through it, staring off into space. Time slipped by in discreet blips of lucidity. I was stoned.

	My wife, my ex-wife, once told me I was a ‘stoned’ drunk. I protested that stoned was the result of some narcotics, not alcohol. She said no, it was also a form of drunkenness. One could be a happy drunk, a sloppy drunk, a belligerent drunk. I was a stoned drunk, the kind who just sat there staring off into space, zoned out, becoming ever more imperturbable.

	In a moment of clarity, I focused on the screen in front of me. It showed a GUI I had created myself, to interact with the demographic agent models that were the heart of my simulations. It divided America into chunks, represented in circles with diameters corresponding to population size, color coded by political alignment, overlapping like Venn diagrams, connected by bars of economic interdependence. It sorted out in such a way as to divide America into five discreet segments, two of which existed outside what Cassie called ‘the old economy.’ It summed up America in one concise, if cluttered, chart.

	I had a sudden thought. This graphic, cleaned and polished, would be great in a presentation, the kind of simple, easy to grasp thing that could replace the color-coded Electoral College maps that were now obsolete. As that thought seized me, it expanded and overran my mind. I should inform the president. Without thinking any further I called an auto-cab, then stumbled out to be picked up. Onboard, I set the destination for the White House.

	In retrospect it was obvious I was drunk and the guards could not have helped but notice. I think they were embarrassed for me, and later on I felt a little embarrassed myself. They knew me though, and were used to Adam’s inner circle coming and going at odd hours. Plus I had my ID, so they let me in without comment. The world seemed unsteady and going to sleep seemed a good idea, yet those two thoughts never connected into a directive for action. I kept moving forward under instructions from some ill-conceived and, by now, forgotten plan.

	There were few people around because it was past two AM when I arrived. I found the president alone in the Situation Room. He was huddled over the giant computer table that dominated the room, at the moment displaying a map. The light from the screen shown upward into the otherwise dark room, highlighting Adam’s face from a weird angle, casting creepy shadows. He was walking around the table, pointing at things, mumbling to himself. I stood in the doorway for a moment. I could only catch snippets of what he said, but it sounded like he was carrying on an entire conversation. Both sides of the conversation, that is, which is not too surprising given that was how he often talked even when he had an audience.

	“Adam?” I said.

	He did not jump with surprise. Instead he paused in his mumbling and performed a slow pivot toward the door. “Sam.”

	“What are you doing?”

	“I should ask you. Shouldn’t you be home at this hour?”

	I shook my head. “I couldn’t sleep.”

	“So you thought to come visit me?”

	“I wanted to tell you something, but I’ve forgotten what it was.”

	Adam smiled and gestured to a chair. “Sit down Sam.”

	I stumbled forward and negotiated myself into a seat.

	“You okay?”

	“Sorry, sir. I may have had a few too many.”

	“You should go home, sleep it off. Or take a room here, there are plenty. I understand there’s some mystique to staying in the Lincoln Bedroom but I have no idea why.”

	“I’m okay. Let me just get some water.”

	“Let me.” He put a hand on my shoulder to keep me in the chair, then retrieved a bottle of water. I took a long hard drink.

	“I know that feeling,” he said.

	“The feeling of being drunk?”

	“Uh-huh. The feeling of wishing you hadn’t had so much.”

	I smiled at this despite myself, then leaned back in the chair.

	“Sam?” Adam asked. “Do you remember, a while back, you described to me why movie trailers suck?”

	I did remember that. It had been one of our late night conversations in the front room of the Eyrie. From a quiet lull as we sat in the big recliners and stared at the fire Adam had just blurted, “Sam, why do movie trailers all suck?”

	“Focus groups,” I said without missing a beat.

	“Oh?”

	“Movie trailers get designed by focus groups. A lot of them anyway. Think about it. A focus group, these are people with free time in the middle of the day, to start with. They sit ‘em in a room and make ‘em watch the trailer. Then they quiz them. What did you like? What didn’t you like? What would make it better? Think about it. What would you say? It’s a movie trailer. If the movie was something you wanted to see then you still want to see it, if not then you don’t. It’s that simple.

	“But in a focus group they want to make the advertisement itself appealing. If somebody showed you a trailer at random for some movie you didn’t care about and asked you how to make it better, well, your first answer would be to make a better fucking movie. But the focus group guys, they’ll say no, how do we make just the trailer itself better? What are you gonna say? Most people end up saying, uh, I don’t know, maybe show more of the movie. So that’s what they do.”

	At the time Adam had nodded as I spoke. “Wow, that makes sense. That’s why you never do focus groups, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah. We did for a while. When I was still working in the entertainment industry my wife convinced me we should hire a focus group guy and offer that as a service. So we did. I suppose it was a good idea as a business strategy. But no, I stopped doing them the first chance I got. Focus groups are bullshit.”

	“I never thought about it that way. Movies are like the iPhone.”

	“How so?”

	“A focus group could never design an iPhone. Before smart phones existed nobody knew they wanted them. They had to be shown it. Then they wanted it. Every movie is like that. Nobody knows what movie they want to see. They have to see their options. Then they really want to see it. Movies should promote themselves like Apple used to. No fucking ‘give away the whole movie’ trailer, no giant hype buildup machine. Just one day have your executive walk out on a stage and say ‘bam’ here’s some clips from this fucking awesome movie we just made. You know, you’re right, Sam, movies you either want to see or don’t, the trailer doesn’t matter. The only time a trailer has made me want to see a movie was when it was vague. Then I was intrigued. They should all be like that.”

	“Are you thinking of running a campaign like that?”

	“I wish I could get away with it. A week before the election walk out and give a speech, here’s what I’ve done, here’s what I’m gonna do next. Bam! Yeah, it should work that way.”

	Recalling this in the White House Situation Room, I took another drink of water. “I remember it, yeah, why do you ask?”

	“I’m planning . . .” He looked at me, looked around, looked down at the map again. “I’m planning something epic. I’m planning a military campaign.”

	“Isn’t that what you have generals for?”

	“Generals are like focus groups. They can tell you the best way to do the old thing, the best way to win the last war. They could never plan this. I’m launching the first iPhone, virtual reality, the big new thing. I’m planning the greatest military operation in the history of warfare.”

	 

	As far as I know, Adam never said anything to anybody about me showing up drunk in the White House Situation Room one night. I don’t think he much cared and did not consider it an incident worth being embarrassed about or even mentioning, for all its banality. I did not mention to anyone what he was going over on the map that night, and not just because I could not remember most of the details.

	Still, I avoided returning to the White House for a couple weeks afterwards. It was Thanksgiving time anyways, and I was off to visit my brother again. I arrived to find there would be no turkey, since nobody in the neighborhood was raising them. So, after much cajoling, I got Charles to accompany me on an auto-cab ride into the city, where we bought four full turkeys. In the end, my brother apologized for ‘making’ me make such a trip, Felicity scowled when we arrived back, and on Thanksgiving the whole neighborhood ate a big feast down at the house-turned-bar at the end of the block.

	I say the whole neighborhood, but the crowd there was smaller than I remembered at Charles’ birthday. I remarked that we might have bought too much turkey.

	“A lot of folks didn’t want to eat any,” Felicity said.

	“You have a lot of vegetarians around here?”

	“No. They just didn’t want to take your blood money.”

	I turned away and drew a deep breath. “You realize I’m basically a statistician, right? I’m not trafficking looted goods or something.”

	“You know what I mean, Sam. You work for a dictator.”

	“I’m pretty sure Adam was democratically elected.”

	“He’s Adam now huh?”

	“He insists upon it.”

	“Do you really work that close with him?” Charles made an obvious bid to deflect the conversation. “Like, you know, could you just call him up and meet with the president whenever?”

	“Not quite, but I could call and set up a meeting with him. He’s a very approachable boss. Seriously, if you met him you’d like him too.”

	“Unlikely,” Felicity said. “He’s a fundamentalist and a war criminal.”

	“Babe,” Charles said, “come on, that’s just unfair.” He moved to put an arm around her. “I apologize, she doesn’t mean that.”

	“I can speak for myself,” Felicity twisted away from him.

	“You don’t have to like his politics,” I said, “but you have to admit he’s been effective. And I can tell you, he’s a genuinely nice guy. He gets mad and curses a lot, but he never really means it and forgets it all soon enough.”

	She kept scowling but said nothing more.

	A snowstorm that weekend left me stranded in my brother’s neighborhood for a couple extra days. We spent a lot of it at the local tavern, watching clips and segments they had downloaded while the internet connection was running on Thanksgiving day itself. My nephews joined most of the other kids watching the Thanksgiving Day parades.

	“Sam,” Charles said to me while we sat at the back of the room, drinking the local ‘nuke-gut.’ “I know it’s a little early to be thinking about this, but, the boys, they, uh, they’re really into space. They want to be astronauts. They’re both really good at math.”

	“It runs in the family.”

	“Yeah. So, you know, I think they’re gonna wanna go to college, and . . .” he fidgeted with his empty glass. “I wouldn’t ask if it was for myself . . .”

	“You think they’re gonna need financial help.”

	“Yeah, exactly. The thing is, Felicity would never allow it if she knew it came from you.”

	“I’d be happy to help, but it doesn’t need to come from me either. I can pull some strings, find some scholarships.”

	“Really?”

	“Sure. Don’t worry about it.”

	Charles smiled. “You know, a whole lot of astronauts, from like the Apollo days, came from Ohio. How awesome would it be if our family continued that tradition?”

	“I’m sure we can get the boys into college, but I don’t think they’ll ever be astronauts.”

	“Why not?”

	“Well, maybe they will, but Congress is killing the Ares program.”

	“Really?” Charles looked shocked. “They built half that ship and now they’re not even going to Mars?”

	“Sunken cost fallacy. Continuing with it costs even more money.”

	“They sure find enough money for invading other countries.”

	“Unfortunately war appropriations aren’t constrained by the balanced budget amendment. Space exploration is.”

	“Huh. Well, hopefully that will change by the time they’re out of college.”

	“We can only hope.” 

	 

	In an effort to preempt coverage of the first big debate of the Democratic presidential primaries, featuring all seven candidates, Dr. Graham convinced Adam and Ruben to schedule the next United Democracies conference for the same day.

	Snow was falling in large, powdery flakes as world leaders assembled in the conference lodge at Camp David. At that point, I expected the meeting to be as grim as the weather. Just a few days before, the violence in several countries, among them Kuwait, Egypt, and the U.A.E., had escalated to the point of overthrown governments. All these countries joined Libya, Syria, and Jordan in a state of chaos.

	As he walked in to the conference, Prime Minister Mofaz did not seemed bothered by weather or civil war. He shook hands with us, recalling many names from previous meetings, and smiled and hugged and did the kiss-cheeks greeting thing I have never understood.

	Following him came the rest of the United Democracies. Presidents or prime ministers or premiers from India and Japan and Korea, South Africa and Australia, Brazil and Argentina and Mexico. Watching them, with their massed entourages, rush in through the thickening snow it was hard to tell what the mood of the conference would be.

	I was not in the conference room itself for the opening meeting. It was big enough, and filled with enough useless hangers-on, that I could have crammed my way in, but I felt like that was just contributing to the problem. Between trading text messages with some of the young White House staffers and a postmortem drink with Fred, I found out enough of how things went.

	“We do not oppose intervention,” Mofaz said. Like Mumbai this conference was thrown together on short notice and exhibited the same lack of organization. I was tempted to write that up to being just how democracies operated. Also like Mumbai, it was Benjamin Mofaz, with his big voice and expansive personality, that came to dominate the proceedings. “The issue for Israel is that we are still occupied with the Intifada in West Bank and Transjordan. Israel cannot contribute to a united peacekeeper force.”

	“The United States has no position on the desirability of a peacekeeping mission to any state currently involved in a civil war,” Adam said, “but if an intervention is agreed upon we stand ready to shoulder our share.”

	“Do you think that’s true?” I asked Fred as we drank in the rec room later that evening.

	“Which part?”

	“Do you think Adam has no opinion on intervening?”

	“I think it’s more accurate to say he’s of two opinions. He’s deathly afraid of an Iraq style insurgency and quagmire. He doesn’t want to go down like a George W. or an LBJ, remembered for some failed war.”

	I was nodding as he spoke, already following the thought. “But the idea of deposing all those dictators and despots and replacing them with democratic governments . . .”

	“The resounding success we had in Iran has got him thinking big.”

	I paused, looked down at whatever bourbon concoction Fred had mixed for us, downed mine. “When did they start calling it Transjordan?”

	“When the last king was deposed. I think it’s only the Israelis that call it that.”

	“Oh. So what else happened at the meeting?”

	“After that everyone had to start putting in their two cents. Japan and Korea were adamant that stability be maintained in the region.”

	“They’re dependant on that oil.”

	“The Latin Americans look like they’ll vote in favor as well. Tomorrow they work out the text of the resolution.”

	“What’s it going to say?”

	“It’s not gonna be a commitment to action. Mofaz is too opposed to that. It’ll be more an open permission for action if the situation gets any worse.”

	I got up to refill our drinks. “Did they talk any more about Russia and that war?”

	“Some, but I think most of them regard it as a done deal.”

	“They think the ceasefire will hold?”

	“Apparently.”

	I paused, slid a fresh cocktail across to Fred. “Do you think it’ll hold?”

	He did not respond at first, just staring at his bourbon. Then he took a long, slow drink. “Yeah, actually, I think it will.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah. The Russians basically have what they want. De facto control of most of the Ukraine. Governments replaced with Russian stooges in the Baltic states. They don’t need to keep fighting, they already won.”

	I shook my head. For a brief period I had thought a new world war was upon us. At that moment it seemed the Global War might fizzle out into nothing but another series of chronic Middle East conflicts.

	“It amazes me,” I said, “that other countries didn’t get involved.”

	“You mean like us?”

	“I mean like Britain. France. Western Europe. I thought they still regarded NATO as, you know, as a binding agreement.”

	Fred smirked and looked up at me. “You already said the reason why, Sam. Western Europe wants peace with Russia for the same reason Japan and Korea want stability in the Middle East.”

	“It’s where their oil comes from.”

	“Natural gas, mostly, but yeah.” He took another long drink. “In the end it always comes down to that.”

	 

	A week later, as I got off the Metro at my home station, I looked out across a large crowd filling the square at the heart of Falls Church market center. This wasn’t the day for any of the farmer’s markets or swap meets, and this crowd had no booths set up. Instead they were waving homemade signs.

	There was no speaker, no chants at the moment, just a lot of anti-Adam, ‘No War,’ ‘No Blood for Oil’ type signs. It was a clear winter evening, warm enough to draw out a good-sized crowd, but it was still unclear to me why they were present in the first place.

	I skirted around them to get to my building, climbed the narrow stairway, then went out on my balcony to watch the proceedings as I pulled out my notebook to find out what was going on.

	Having spent the entire day sequestered away in my office, avoiding going online, and then never bothering with my mobile on the Metro ride home due to the spotty reception, I had missed out on some big developments. It seemed the last pin holding things together in the Persian Gulf had at last failed. Throughout the day, night in the Middle East, the Saudi royal family had fled their kingdom on flights bound for Europe. Revolutionaries were seizing cities throughout Saudi Arabia, including Mecca and Medina, and had released a video proclaiming themselves the new Islamic Republic of Greater Arabia. Their video included a map showing the new state they envisioned to rule, consisting of all of the Arabian peninsula, Northern Africa, and the Levant, including of course all of Israel.

	On my mobile I had not gotten any messages. It made me feel a little forgotten, but at the same time I was glad not to be getting called in to the latest crisis I could do nothing about. I contemplated heading over to the White House anyway, but I was already settled in for the evening and too tired to go anywhere.

	Instead, I kept looking around online. As much as the collapse of Saudi Arabia was a big deal, it did not explain the protestors in the market center below. As far as I could see, there was no announcement yet of any military action, or an official statement from the administration. I wondered if perhaps they were just being preemptive, assuming Adam’s natural course would be one of war.

	Of course, knowing some of the people around this market center, I knew they were inclined to assume the worst from the president. I was unsure myself what he might be thinking. Having been working at my office or traveling the last few weeks, I had not been present for many of the more recent meetings on the Middle East crisis. Then I remembered my late night drunken encounter with Adam in the Situation Room.

	On my notebook I flipped over to a financial news stream. Among the usual feeds of stock market data there was already a video showing a line of cars at a gas station. I navigated to a video purporting to be an analysis of the world oil market. The brief description below the video said it all. This spreading Islamic revolution had cut off the entire region’s supply.

	 

	Over the next three days, a tension filled the White House. Meetings were curt, cut short by the president, who said little to anybody. Dr. Graham and a dozen Pentagon spokespersons continued to issue staid comments about how the president was monitoring the situation, how all options were being kept open, how the United States would pursue intervention, in accordance with United Democracies resolutions, if and when it was deemed advisable.

	An Islamic Republic of Arabia was announced by rebels who had seized Riyadh, in contrast to the Islamic Republic of Greater Arabia announced by the rebels in Medina. Military equipment once belonging to the Saudi Army was seized by revolutionaries, who began using it in neighboring countries in support of other rebels. An Islamic Republic of Egypt was declared, announced solidarity with both the Islamic Republic of Arabia and the Islamic Republic of Greater Arabia, and shut off all shipping in the Suez Canal.

	The big release date for Adam’s epic plan was December fourteenth, a Friday, at noon on the east coast, dusk in the cradle of civilization. The First and Third and Fifth Autonomous Divisions of the US Army, divisions that few knew existed up to that point, rolled out of bases in Iran and Kurdistan, air dropped into the Sinai, made amphibious landings in the gulf states.

	On the first day, I was in the Oval Office with Manny and Kris and Dr. Graham. The president was in a frenetic state. He would rush in to discuss with us press statements and talking points and media coordination of the ongoing military campaign. A campaign, he made clear, whose objective was nothing less than the subdual of the entire Arab world. Then he would rush back to the Situation Room to hover over the big computer map and receive updates from the generals and the Pentagon and commanders in the field. We would wait, getting updates online, or from Fred, who would swing by with news.

	Dr. Graham seemed pleased with the whole situation and excited about trumpeting the victories. Manny just kept on doing his thing. For me though, I watched with a horrified fascination. This Terminator army Adam had assembled was bigger than I had imagined, bigger than I had ever seen reported. I did an online search and found the buildup was known to anybody who bothered to look, but it seemed Adam had just sort of made a nonchalant whistle as he shuffled over and added a dozen new combat battalions to the US Army, their low-key nature enabled by the reduced number of humans involved.

	“This,” he said to me during one triumphant entrance into the Oval Office, “this is why I had to have control of the budget.” I was unsure if he was aware of how many times he had opened with this exact statement. “Congress, the Pentagon, the brass, they’re focus groups. They could never invent this. An automated army. They didn’t know they wanted it until they saw it in action. Now though, now they won’t be able to live without it.”

	After that first day, I watched the rest of the war unfold from the end of my bar. I could have returned to the White House, hung outside the Situation Room and gotten updates from Fred or Brian or maybe even Director Hemming on the progress of the front. Not that the interactive maps online were lacking. Either way I stayed in my bar with a generalized feeling of abject terror.

	Even the trailer in Iran had not prepared me for what robotic war looked like. I kept thinking of the million B-movies where humans fight robots, except the robots move and aim and stumble like any human combatant. At best they take bullets better. It was the opposite of actual robots. Drones, in particular the small tanks and rotor craft, were easy to shoot down if you ever hit one. Not that a human could with any consistency. The drones maneuvered and returned fire with inhuman quickness. An attacker got one shot, after which his position was identified and pulverized.

	It was the independent footage that had the biggest impact. It was the kind of stuff the bigger news streams did not air, or did so in only limited clips, but it existed in full in more remote parts of the internet and the foreign news streams to which I now subscribed. The most disturbing independent video I found showed some of the smaller armored drones, the wolf packs, surrounding a mosque somewhere. The person holding the camera was among those trapped inside. The drones could be seen lobbing in smoke grenades, which came crashing through the windows. The sound of gunfire erupted somewhere and people fell to the floor.

	In the full, unedited version, large splatters of blood could be seen against one wall. Then people began fleeing. In front of the cameraman a wave of people rushed into the street and then fell in a hail of gunfire. The edited versions cut out there. In the full version, the man continued forward, the image blurred, then the shot continued, unmoving, from ground level. A drone sat in the background a few feet away. A woman in the foreground, concealed within a burqa, lied unmoving for a few seconds, then stirred and began to crawl forward. There was a bright red flash of blood on her exposed hand, then her body jerked with the sound of gunfire and became still again.

	In the most disturbing part of the video, the camera itself then moved, indicating the cameraman was still alive. The camera rose for a better view of the nearby drone, whose turret was pivoting about in staccato jerks, letting out a short burst after each flick of motion. It spun to face the camera, there was a flash and a burst of gunfire, and the camera went through another blur of motion. It ended facing upward with a shot showing nothing but sky.

	The Pentagon condemned the release of such videos, while stating that all drone activity was subject to after-action analysis to ensure the drones were following the proscribed rules of engagement. ‘The drones,’ a Pentagon press release read, ‘will respond to any action that appears hostile in the same manner as human soldiers.’

	I ordered another drink. “You work at the White House right?” the bartender said.

	“I work for the president, yes.”

	“So you knew about all this, huh?” He pointed to the big television across the way, not displaying a sports stream for a change on account of the war. “You knew this was what those guys were planning?”

	“No, honestly. I’m just a pollster. They kept me in the dark.”

	“Of course. Even if you knew you’d have to kill me, right?”

	“Something like that.” I smiled and took a drink. Of course what he meant, I thought as he walked away, was that if I had known and had told him, then I would have to kill him. I had understood, even if his truncated version of the cliche did not make sense. If I knew I would have to kill him.

	I took another drink and swallowed quick to get more of the burn in my throat. I let that feeling linger for a moment. If I knew, if I had known beforehand, then I would have to kill him.

	Of course, I thought, admitting to myself for the first time, I did know this was coming. Without being told in any official sense I knew this war was going to happen long before this week, even before the invasion of Iran. If I had known. I found this thought, more than anything involving the actual fighting, left me gripped with real terror.

	 

	Six weeks later it was all over. Nobody knew quite what to think.

	For my generation, and anyone older, we remembered the Iraq War, the occupation without a goal or an end that went on for years. That was fighting in the Middle East, feared by generals and Pentagon planners as much as by the statistical average person. Even once people began to see the crime fighting power of autonomous patrol drones and AI monitors in American cities, it did not occur to anyone the implications for an occupation. As it always does, warfare had changed in the generation since the last war, and as always few had foreseen the shape of this new world.

	I arrived at the White House on a bright winter afternoon for a high level campaign meeting with the president. Waiting in the anteroom outside the Oval Office, I continued, as I had with every free moment these past weeks, to watch footage from the battle fronts. There was tons of footage taken by patrolling drones released online by the Pentagon, most of it prosaic, with bits where the drones take fire from a source obvious even to the human eye and return fire with surgical precision. Independent footage showed the drones were not quite as precise as the extreme claims of the Pentagon, though no less effective. Even suicide bombers had minimal impact on the drones. The main patrol units, the size of scooters or small cars, could still carry enough armor to survive a blast from the small vest explosives. Or at least, survive to where they could limp their way back to base. Bigger bombs could take them out, but either way to what end, since they were just drones and the Americans just sent more.

	There was also the problem that the artificial intelligence was quite good at recognizing the signs of somebody trying to rush a drone and dive on it with explosives. Plenty of footage existed online of such would-be bombers running forward only to be cut down by a lightning reaction from a group of drones, the suicide vest detonating in a pointless blast several feet away from the armored robots. As always with these things, just as disturbing as the actual speed with which they cut down their attacker was the nonchalant way the machines then reset their gun turrets and continued their patrol.

	It made for brutal watching. I could not bring myself to look away.

	I was still clicking through related videos when the door to the Oval Office opened. From within I saw Adam emerge, accompanied by a series of men in more expensive suits than I usually saw around the White House. I recognized the first two. The first was Raymond Hubert, an uncle or some such of Rudy and the president and CEO of a major petrochemical development firm. Behind him was Alvin Fuchs. I had first seen, if not met him, at a big speech Adam gave to the US Chamber of Commerce during his second presidential run. Among other things, Fuchs headed a giant, sophisticated, vertically-integrated energy company that bore his name and thus made for constant jokes that mispronounced it.

	Later, I would come to find out two other of the men exiting the room were also oil magnates of some form. They were all smiles, shaking hands with Adam and each other. Manny emerged as well, there to usher the tycoons along and keep Adam on track. He gestured to Dr. Graham and I to come forward.

	“What was that all about?” I asked Adam as we entered the Oval Office.

	“We were discussing the development of oil reserves in the Arabian peninsula. Did you realize there’s still a whole lot of oil left there? They’ve known about it since last century but were never able to drill for it because the various state-owned oil companies lacked the technology. Now there’ll finally be an opportunity to develop these fields.”

	“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

	“You don’t think we should develop those oil fields?”

	“Not that, I mean, those guys, meeting with them here in the White House, right after the end of combat operations? Kind of looks opportunistic, don’t you think?” I looked to Dr. Graham for support on this point, but he just deferred to Adam for a reply.

	“Sam,” the president said as he made his way around to sit at his desk. “Everyone knows, when you defeat a monster, it drops random loot. The loot is just sitting there. You really think we should not pick it up?”

	Now I glanced around, hoping anyone would support me on this. “That, uh, that makes it all sound kind of worse.”

	“Don’t worry, Sam,” Middleton said, having slipped into the office behind us. “The oil wealth is still gonna stay in the region. Local control, that’s been our mantra the whole time, right? It’ll all get outlined in the accords.”

	“We’re signing accords? With who?”

	“Okay, kids, we’re off track,” Manny said. “This is supposed to be a prep meeting for the live interview the president has tomorrow night.”

	I took a seat across from Manny. “Okay. So, uh, how do you want to approach this?”

	“We’re gonna do some practice runs. Dr. Graham will act as the interviewer, throw out some questions. This is mostly gonna focus on the recent campaign and our future plans for the region.”

	“That’s a good first question, actually,” the doctor said. “Mr. President, what is your plan for the region?”

	“Politically, the plan is the same as Iran. Middle management will stay in place, existing institutions, the ones that existed before the revolts, will continue to function. It’s only going to be a change at the highest levels.”

	“What about militarily? How long will the United States military be acting as occupiers in the region?”

	Manny was nodding, acknowledging this as a probable question Adam would face.

	“No time at all, we’re never going to be occupiers. Our role right now is peacekeepers. Our drone forces can maintain security in the major cities almost indefinitely with a minimal manned footprint. In that regard, I foresee our marine and armor battalions returning home soon. Robotic battalions will remain as long as necessary.”

	“Don’t make any promises about returning troops home,” Middleton said. “The chiefs could always end up asking for extensions on deployment.”

	“I agree,” Manny said, “let’s stick to emphasizing the way the drones keep our personnel over there safe no matter how long they have to stay.”

	Adam nodded but I could see the fire bristle in his eyes at being countermanded. 

	“What about the remaining Islamists forces still attacking our troops, in particular the recent string of suicide bombings?” Dr. Graham continued the questioning. “Won’t a large, human troop presence have to remain in order to root out all the anti-American terrorists, an essentially impossible task?”

	“The terrorists are throwing themselves into a brick wall,” Adam said, “and I think they are starting to realize it. I foresee two possibilities. Either they continue trying to wage an insurgency against drones, which means they get killed without bleeding us, or they hunker down and hope we leave. If they’re willing to blow themselves up to destroy machines I say, hey, let ‘em.”

	“Whoa, let’s not get too gung-ho, sir. We don’t want to be saying ‘bring it on’ to the terrorists.”

	“Why the hell not?”

	“It was a mistake George W. Bush made,” I said.

	“If we make a comment like that and anything goes wrong,” Manny said, “they’ll crucify us.”

	“Even if nothing goes wrong it would still give the Democrats an attack ad for the fall.”

	Adam shifted in his seat. “Okay then. How do we address this question?”

	I found it funny how predictable media coverage could be, though perhaps I should not have expected more from the ‘official say’ news streams. Adam had granted an Oval Office interview that Sunday with Ross Dolluse, one of the more respected hosts from the myriad of news stream segments that got posted each Sunday. Still, some of the questions he asked were word-for-word identical to the ones Dr. Graham posed the day before.

	“Mr. President, with so many governments toppled since the beginning of the year, what do we see as the political future of the region?”

	Adam leaned back in his chair as he answered. “The plan is self-determination. I’ve always believed in local control here in the United States, and I believe it works just as well overseas. There will be referendums and some manner of constitutional convention to outline the future of the region. In the meantime, we’re in negotiations right now with the Arab League to act as a transitional government.”

	“But isn’t the Arab League composed of states that have mostly had their governments toppled?”

	“Its members include governments-in-exile, governments that are still intact, or just representatives of defunct governments, but regardless it remains one of the more respected institutions in the region. We’re certainly not going to hand control of anything to the Islamists. In any event the Arab League will represent a transitional government while a more permanent, democratic solution is found.”

	“How about the military component? How long will the United States military be acting as occupiers in the region?”

	“No time at all.” Adam paused here longer than during the practice run, allowing a further moment for the statement to hang out there. “We aren’t occupiers and we never will be. Our role is as peacekeepers. Our drone forces can maintain security in the major cities almost indefinitely with a minimal manned footprint, which is good for both our servicemen and women and the region as a whole.”

	“Do you believe that our forces, even the drone forces, will really be accepted as liberators instead of occupiers?”

	“I don’t expect they’ll be accepted as either, inasmuch as I don’t think they’ll be showered with flowers. But if we can provide security, and I think it’s been demonstrated that drone patrols are excellent at providing security, then a majority of people will accept that over the chaos of an insurgency. Keep in mind that these Islamist revolutionaries represented a small fraction of the population. Most people don’t want anything to do with extreme fundamentalism or terrorism or anything like that. They want peace and security and good government.”

	“You think the United States can provide those things?”

	“I think we can lay the groundwork for them, yes, and that makes a good outcome much more likely than letting the Islamist forces take charge and create chaos.”

	“Mr. President, let me ask you something else.” Ross leaned back in a deliberate move to shift the tone of the conversation. “With the recent occupation . . .”

	“I know of no recent occupations.”

	The interviewer inclined his head. “With the recent military interventions in both Iran and Arabia, there has been some talk of entering a new era of war.”

	“I’ve heard such talk.”

	“Do you think that’s true?”

	“Oh absolutely. What we’ve done, the performance of our troops, our officers, the whole armed services, it would not have been possible without our current technology.”

	“Prior to the recent military operations there was a lot of talk about the difficulties an occupation, a peacekeeping force, whatever we call it, a lot of talk about the difficulties the military would face.”

	“I remember hearing that talk as well.”

	“Yet you didn’t believe it?”

	“No, not at all.”

	The interviewer shifted in his seat to change tack. “You were an early advocate of the use of autonomous drones, correct?”

	“The original idea to use drones this way came from a Pentagon white paper, published, oh, ten-twelve years ago, but yes, I advocated for it.”

	“Would it be fair to say you did so over the objections of the Pentagon?”

	“There were some differences of opinion on the subject.”

	“How involved were you in planning these operations?”

	“I was directly involved from the start,” Adam smirked. “I know what you’re getting at, my opponents might claim I’ve been interfering with the advice of the career generals, but I think it would have been negligent not to have been intimately involved with the planning of operations this important.”

	“Do you feel vindicated now?”

	“Vindicated?”

	“Given how it turned out, given the lack of resistance, the lack of a nuclear strike by Iran, the lack of a large scale battle or insurgency springing up. That must give some vindication to the planning you were intimately involved in.”

	Sitting in the cabinet room next door, watching the live feed of this interview, all of us among the president’s political advisors held our breath. Manny had feared a question that would open Adam to start gloating, had repeated at every opportunity that it was the wrong message to send.

	“Vindication isn’t the right word here. Maybe pleased, happy, ecstatic even, but not vindicated. I had nothing to prove.”

	“The Democrats were saying beforehand you were going to start a nuclear war. Surely you proved something.”

	“I was going to start a nuclear war, then more recently they were all saying I was inept and had no plan and was letting the whole region collapse. But then the liberals have been wrong so many times it hardly feels worthwhile demonstrating it again.”

	“So you do feel vindicated?”

	In the other room Dr. Graham said, “Wow, he’s really not gonna let this go is he?”

	“What point is he trying to make?” Manny asked.

	“I am pleased with the outcome,” Adam said. “Were you hoping I would do an end zone dance?”

	“Do you think we’ve reached the end zone?”

	“No, but we’ve broken away, no defenders in front of us, the safety’s gonna need to take a long angle and use a big burst of speed to overcome us. So okay, maybe a little showboating right before we reach the end zone.”

	Without getting out of his chair Adam launched into a little dance, churning his arms around and swinging his body side to side in short little jolts. It lasted no more than ten seconds. “U-S-A, U-S-A,” he said, not shouting it but more as if he were singing along with some dance beat. Then he stopped. “That’s all you’re getting.”

	In the next room we all just sort of stared at the screen. “Was, uh, was that gloating?” I asked.

	“I have no idea what that was,” Manny said.

	None of us may have known, but the internet sure did. Within hours that little clip was auto-tuned, stuck into repeating gifs, photoshopped over all sorts of other scenes, superimposed on actual showboating football players, and plastered on images with big slogans or cartoon dialogue bubbles above the president. It was, as they say, an internet meme. Most of it, though, was flattering or tangential to Adam himself. I could see a negative ad being made of it, but I was not sure of such an ad’s effectiveness. It came across less as gloating than as a human moment, a burst of pent-up excitement.

	 

	By this point, I had become used to feeling like some kind of hanger-on traveling with a touring rock band whenever I flew on Air Force One. My purpose on trips like this was ill-defined or nonexistent. I answered off-hand questions, inserted a few comments, connected online to work, and tried to stay out of the way.

	Our destination that March was the city of Fallujah, our purpose was the big Arab peace conference. I was reticent to go, despite assurances the city had been calm for weeks, but as always, Adam insisted his entire inner circle tag along.

	“I have an official cabinet,” Adam told me, “and I have a kitchen cabinet, as Andrew Jackson would have said. My real cabinet, that’s my brain trust, I want you guys around wherever I go.” So I got, for the first and last time, to visit the city of mosques.

	For Adam, of course, it was not his first visit, and that was the specific reason he insisted upon this venue. As we drove through the city in a limo, surrounded by a motorcade, surrounded by armored drones, I could see the look on the president’s face. In all the time I had known him, I had never seen him look quite like this. There was a strange mix of scorn and elation, hatred and triumph, and always that light in his eyes, more afire now than ever.

	The conference took place at a low, nondescript building near the main train station. The train station itself had been damaged in recent fighting, with the wall closest to us collapsed, exposing interior floors. The conference building, however, was intact.

	As we walked in, Fred stumbled and reached out an arm, grabbing me to steady himself. I turned to see him looking up at the building. “My God. I’ve been here before.”

	“Here? As in . . .”

	“This building. It, we were here, my platoon. It’s been renovated since, or rebuilt or something, but I’m sure it was this building.”

	“You were here with Adam?”

	“Uh-huh.” He kept staring, then turned to me and nodded. “That was, I don’t know, thirty years ago. Adam and that dog of his swept this building for explosives.”

	“Did you find any?”

	“I don’t remember. I didn’t remember the building until I saw it.”

	“Adam remembered though.” I looked up at the building myself. “Come on.”

	Inside the actual conference room was a cramped space with a long table. I did not sit in on the conference itself, such as it was, but got the recap from Fred. The United Democracies representatives, ambassadors and foreign ministers, joined Adam, Secretary Ruben, Secretary Epstein, Secretary Geare (another hanger-on in this instance) and General Bowden on one side of the table. They arrived first and sat there with expressionless faces, like a series of wax statues, as the Arab League delegation entered.

	Like the UN, the Arab League was a sort of toothless international organization that liked to pass condemnations without taking action and supported various humanitarian efforts with its laughable pittance of funding. Three months ago it had twenty-two members represented in an Arab Parliament, a Secretary General and a Council consisting of various ministers. All of whom had no real power. Now Secretary General Karim Hassoun, a tottering man with white hair and big glasses, followed by his fourteen councilors and a select number of senior members of the Arab Parliament, all stumbled into that conference room as if in a daze.

	They listened, stunned or resigned, as Ruben read out the preamble to the accord they were about to sign and it was translated into Arabic. It told them what they already knew, that they had been summoned here to have greatness thrust upon them. All of a sudden they were an actual government.

	The territory the United States occupied, or rather, entered as peacekeepers, or whatever, consisted of six Persian Gulf states, plus most of Egypt and Libya. All of it was to be administered by these Arab League officials, who were charged with organizing plebiscites that would redraw borders and form new governments as they saw fit. In the meantime, they were also charged with overseeing the remains of the previous governments, keeping the lights on and courts and schools and bureaucracies running and, of course, the oil and natural gas flowing.

	Adam stayed just to hear the reading of this preamble. Afterward, he left the conference room, along with a bulk of those present, leaving Ruben, Epstein, and some lower-level ministers behind to start sorting out just what aid the US and the United Democracies would be providing.

	The rest of the party shifted out to a wide hall at the front of the building. I was waiting out here behind the rows of press assembled for the actual signing. At a table decorated with some shining white cloth and backed by flags, there was set up the signing document and the official set of pens to be used. The first to sign was the other world leader present, President Francisco of Brazil, there representing Brazil’s role both as a member of the United Democracies and as an observing member in the Arab League. Adam sat down and signed next, then Secretary General Hassoun, all to the accompaniment of flashing cameras. When it was done, Adam stepped up to shake hands with Hassoun, gripping the diplomat-turned-sovereign’s shoulder with his left hand.

	“Don’t worry,” Adam said to him, too low for most to hear except when played back and turned up, “being president isn’t hard. If they see you sweat, just pretend it’s what you meant to do.”

	There was a pause while the Secretary General stood there, still shaking hands, waiting for the translation. Then he laughed and thanked Adam for his support.

	 

	By that afternoon, we were jetting out of Fallujah on Air Force One, and about an hour after dark we landed at the next stop on this junket: Dubai, where Adam would meet with some of the former Arab rulers.

	“In a few days,” he said, “when the full deal is concluded, the whole Arab League parliament, council, whatever, they’ll come here to inaugurate the new government. I’ll be on hand for that. In the meantime I’ll be holding some conferences with some of the returning exiled governments, the Saudis in particular, see if we can work out a role for them. But I intend to make sure we celebrate as well.”

	Despite the long day, there was indeed a mood of celebration. A motorcade took us to the largest and most expensive hotel in the world, or at least such was how Fred described it. An elevator rocketed us up a hundred floors to the presidential suite, with a sweeping view of the harbor, the artificial islands, and the exotic architecture that made up this strange oasis city, all lit up in Las Vegas brightness.

	By the time we got to our rooms we were all starving. We ordered room service while breaking out the champagne already on hand. Manny poured, passing around fluted glasses to the two dozen or so of us present. We toasted the success of the accords and drank, Adam himself touching a glass to his lips before passing it aside. The rest of us fell into side conversations, the champagne on empty stomachs making the room lively and bubbly. There was talk of the amazing victories won and the amazing things that would be done once Adam was reelected in the fall.

	Feeling myself a little wobbly from the drink, I wandered away from the conversation to stand by the president.

	“Wow, look at that.” Off to the south, where the city ended in abrupt desert, there was a massive dust storm. The wall of clouds was almost invisible in the twilight except when lit up by frequent cascades of lightning.

	“Hmph.” Adam spared it a glance, then returned to looking out at the harbor. Several others, including Manny and Fred, joined us at the window. “Manny, do something for me. When I die, make sure they go easy on the monuments.”

	“Whoa, why so morbid, sir?”

	“Just listen to me. I don’t want some grandiose tomb and statues and all that. I want it simple. It should be placed in Austin and say, um, it should just be a simple stone that says ‘Here I was truly born, here is where I started a movement, here is where my heart lies.”

	Manny just stared at him. Adam stared back. “You gonna write that down?”

	“Oh, no, hold on, sorry, sir.”

	I was half listening to them and did not catch anything more they said. Beside me, Fred was now also staring out the windows. From this height we could take in the whole front of the advancing sandstorm as it was lit up by lightning strikes that would go on in continuous bursts for up to ten or twenty seconds. It was like a symphony in the way small bolts followed or flanked or complimented the bigger strikes. “That’s an impressive looking storm,” Fred said.

	Outside, the dust storm overtook the city. The view was blotted out by thick sheets of brown. Whether from distance, or the insulation of the building, we never heard thunder, but occasional lightning bolts cut through the obscuring dust outside to cast strange shadows around the room.

	A few minutes later, the food arrived. We forgot about the storm and settled in to eat. There were more toasts and more congratulations on our triumphs of the day and the past year. Adam took a seat, not eating or saying much.

	As everyone was just starting to slow down and the joyousness was subsiding into satiation, there was a flickering of the lights. We all froze, pausing for a moment. Then the power went out.

	“Oh man,” somebody said.

	Before anybody could react further, the lights came back on and we heard the sound of the air conditioner and fridge and other distant machinery coming back to life. There was a laugh and sporadic clapping around the room.

	“Alright,” Brian Middleton said, grabbing another champagne glass and ringing a fork against it. “Alright, everybody, in case we lose power again I want to propose one last toast.” He paused to let everybody grab drinks. “To President Hanson.” He raised his glass toward Adam. “Maybe the best president our country has ever had.”

	“To the president,” a bunch of us said, and downed our drinks.

	Adam looked about at us, his face flush. I would not have thought him embarrassed by something like this, but I could not fathom any other emotion for the situation. “I, uh,” he said, almost inaudible below the chatting that had resumed. “Thank you. It’s been a tremendous responsibility, but I was glad to take it.”

	With that he got up and left the room.

	 

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 18

	 

	GLORY HALLELUJAH

	 

	Christina Wilson. We would all come to rue that name.

	Her affectation was that of a stereotypical black grandma. Sassy and no-nonsense, level-headed and wise, caring, but unwilling to take guff. I never met her in person, so I never knew how real this persona was and how much was put on for political advantage. Perhaps, like so many politicians, she had worn the affectation so long it had become inseparable.

	Her resume was impressive. Her loving grandma shtick notwithstanding, she had attended the US Naval Academy and served as an officer. She had been a two term senator from Massachusetts and had been one of only fifteen to vote against the Global Security Act. It was an unpopular vote at the time, but now her campaign would not cease reminding voters of it. She left the Senate just in time to avoid the 2030 Nationalist wave, running that year for governor of Massachusetts, the post she now held.

	Despite spirited opposition from Andrew Nigel and Senator Gardner, by May she had emerged triumphant in the Democratic primaries. Those of us in Adam’s campaign had been hoping someone would defeat her.

	In no way did Christina Wilson resemble the squishy, malleable Democratic candidates of the previous two cycles. Senator Nelson and Governor Melbourne were both wimps in the eyes of the electorate. Nevermind that Nelson had won the popular vote and gotten the most electoral votes in his run, losing only by dint of constitutional tiebreaker. His loss was cast as another example of a liberal wisp unable to stand up to the attack machine of conservative media. Wilson was a bruiser. She was quick to attack, employing anger as a weapon. She was loud and passionate and high-strung. She was young. Whereas Nelson and Melbourne were in their sixties when they ran, and looked their age, Wilson was the same age as Adam and, despite her frosted hair, had similar youthful looks.

	In fact the candidate she most resembled, though few of us would admit this out loud, was Adam himself. One of Dr. Graham’s aides dubbed her the ‘bizarro president’ and the term ‘bizarro candidate’ became our official nickname for her. She was the mirror of Adam, the same yet opposite. A black woman, former military, same age, same fire, but an unabashed liberal. She had the same superpowers.

	“I don’t see what the issue is,” Adam said. I could tell he was impatient sitting through my slides. “The election is basically over anyway. The Democrats have lost, they just don’t know it yet.”

	“I wouldn’t be so certain, sir,” I said.

	“Why not? Every poll you’ve shown has me up big.”

	“All the polls have your approval ratings high, but that isn’t necessarily translating into electoral success.”

	“What?” Dr. Graham said. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“The American people don’t like electing presidents to a third term,” Rudy said. “No matter how good they are.”

	“That’s actually a fallacy,” I said. “Or maybe just a bit of so-called conventional wisdom everybody assumes to be true even though it isn’t. I ran a poll last year with just that question, and more then eighty-percent said running for a third term would not stop them from voting for a president they liked.”

	“So why is this election not over already?” Adam asked.

	“Well, there’s a couple factors,” I moved to the next slide. “First off, Wilson also has high approval ratings. Particularly among Democrats, registered Democrats. She’s got their base energized. Their get-out-the-vote effort will be much more sustained this time around, in particular among those, uh, those who have fallen out of the old economy.”

	“The old economy?” Manny asked.

	“Sorry, that’s a term Cassie, my economics team, has been using. People who don’t operate in the cash economy anymore, either because they live in special economic zones and do everything with corporate credit or because they’re . . . squatting, living off the grid as much as possible. It represents maybe twenty-thirty percent of the population now. That’s the other factor we have working against us. The economy is sluggish, and in the end every election is really a referendum on the economy.”

	“So we’re winning, but Wilson is gaining on us?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“I’ve been warning for years that this would not be an easy election.”

	“Nobody expected it to be,” Adam said. “But it’s ours to lose. It’s time this battle was joined in earnest. What’s our opening move?”

	“I think now may be the time to go negative,” Manny said. “Hard negative.”

	This got him some askance looks.

	“That’ll hurt our approval rating,” Dr. Graham said.

	“True, but it’ll be forgotten by November. The way I see it, our main selling point is, do you want more of what we’ve delivered, or do you want somebody that’ll mess it all up? We gotta go negative, highlight how changing for change sake would be a bad idea.”

	“That undermines the whole Nationalist party brand though. Our biggest selling point, biggest,” Dr. Graham emphasized with a widening of the eyes, “from day one has been that we get things done and don’t just bicker like the mainstream parties.”

	Manny held up his hands. “Now, I’m not saying we lower ourselves to personal attacks. I’m saying we define this election as staying the course versus veering off into a ditch. We’re gonna have to talk about . . .”

	“Our opponent’s inability to drive?” I offered.

	“Exactly, yes.”

	“I’m against going negative as well,” Rudy said. “It’s just unclassy.”

	“It will be forgotten,” Manny said. “Strategically now is the time for negative ads. We’ll close with a positive message in the fall, but we’ll want to wait until after the Democratic Convention to unveil our third term agenda.”

	“Why wait?” Adam asked. “I’d like to get it out there as soon as possible.”

	“Well, it’ll be swallowed up by other news,” Dr. Graham said.

	“We’ll be talking about it constantly from here on out.”

	“The initial unveiling will be our chance to make the biggest splash.”

	“Alright then.” Adam sounded unconvinced as he looked about for the party’s PAC director. “Let’s start working up some add concepts. The kinda stuff we might run to some more left-leaning demographics.”

	The petite woman who was now running our political action committee wrote at a frantic rate on her notebook with a stylus as Adam spoke, and nodded all the while.

	Adam paid only cursory attention to her, drumming his fingers on the table. “I really hate the idea of going negative. You make a really good point Rudy, this is going to hurt my approval rating, even when it comes through an intermediary. I really should just have more faith in the American people. When it gets down to it they’ll evaluate their options and see it’s no contest. Who would want to go backwards now?”

	As he spoke, his voice dropped until he was almost mumbling to himself. All of us just sort of stared, wondering if he was about to take back his last directive.

	“In their hearts,” I said, “they know you’re right.”

	“Exactly!” Adam’s eyes lit up. I have to think he recognized the allusion I was making to the Barry Goldwater campaign slogan. It was meant as a warning, since Goldwater got crushed in his campaign. “Even the Democrats must recognize they cannot campaign on their old discredited liberal ideas. I would prefer not to crush them out of existence the way we did the Republicans. The country needs two parties to keep things honest. But they have to shift their positions to campaign on the grounds we’ve established. They can’t keep going on about tax increases and a living wage and these economic pipe dreams and expect to be taken seriously. If they’re gonna do that, why not just concede the election now?”

	He paused as if he expected one of us to answer the question, then did so himself. “The answer of course is that they think they can still win by campaigning on the weakened economy. Ms. Sullivan, how accurate are your numbers from this morning?”

	Cassie sat next to me, lost in her own online world it seemed, but then leaned forward, adjusted her glasses, and spoke with strength. “I have high confidence in the forecast through election day.”

	“That’s all that matters of course. What we need is to make the economic situation an issue that works for us. We need to emphasize how liberal energy policy and foreign policy will jeopardize oil and LNG production in the gulf. They would cause another energy spike! That’s the message we should be campaigning on.”

	“Will people really believe that?” Manny asked.

	“Jonah.” The president ignored his chief of staff, turning to his left instead. “We need to start working on stump speeches. I want something that hits on our accomplishments and then segues into how the left would undo them if given the chance. Start working up some possibilities.”

	Adam paused to survey all of us, then slapped his hands down on the table. “Alright people, let’s get to work.”

	 

	Like most political ads these days, the ones our campaign cut resembled movie trailers.

	One ad, called “the Contest” opened with a shot of darkness. A pool of light emerged in the center of the screen, expanding and coming into focus as the brightness of the stock video increased. A low note starts off, rising in volume in accompaniment with the lights. The image showed Adam standing at a lectern with an American flag draped behind him. The otherwise bare wall of the Camp David fallout shelter was stark, and some post-production work made Adam’s black suit and red tie pop against that background.

	“This act is not a sacrifice of our ideals,” Adam thundered. “It is their embodiment!”

	Smash cut to drone footage. A camera on a rotor drone shows it following another as they swoop and bank through downtown Tehran. Traffic and American tanks can be seen below. The music surges, then peters out as the image fades to darkness.

	Another low tone starts, this one deeper, rumbling. This time the darkness fades to a sort of deep grey. Through a dark filter we see Senator Christina Wilson of Massachusetts. She stands in front of a podium herself, poised and rigid in her blue skirt suit. She speaks with her usual disappointed nana-affectation. “This administration,” she says, “wants to give unlimited power to the police.”

	Smash cut from this to footage of anti-war protestors rioting in Seattle the year before. Heavy bass music rumbles to life.

	From there begin the rapid cuts. Brightened footage of Adam at a Rose Garden signing ceremony. A colorful animation of a graph, a jagged line with an arrow at the end zipping up and down, but in a general upward trajectory, as it traces right, a standard sort of imaging for the stock market or the economy. Darkened footage of Wilson pushing past reporters as she emerges from the Senate floor. A shot taken from a car driving through a dilapidated, foreclosed section of housing, with an overcast sky. Adam shaking hands with troops in the desert. Wilson giving a speech underneath an unmoving wind turbine.

	Throughout, the clips become shorter, faster, the music swelling along with them, alternating between electric guitar chords for Adam and bass horns for his opponent. The volume and tempo of the music increases until at last, with a thunk, it stops and the image cuts to black. Then another slow fade-in, this one without music, on Adam. He stands on a stage lit by a bright summer sun, giving his most recent stump speech. With nothing but quiet around him, Adam leans forward to intone. “I would compromise with the Democrats if I could. But they have become a party defined by nothing other than my destruction, and they don’t care if they destroy America in the process. This election, here and now, is a life and death struggle for the future of our country. You have my promise, right now, that the first to yield will not be the real America.”

	A final cut to black, then words, without voiceover, appear on the screen. ‘In the contest for America, which side are you on?’ A quick cut back to Adam at another rally, dressed casual, in an open button-down shirt exposing a white undershirt. Holding up a microphone and assuming a jaunty pose he declared, “I Am Adam Hanson, and By God I approve this message.”

	He had said that to an actual crowd, not in a recording studio, in a previous election speech whose context I had long forgotten. Since then, we always used the footage for the mandatory candidate-approving-message blurb at the end of our ads. It was sort of a calling card of the campaign.

	“I like it,” Adam said, nodding to himself, right after we finished screening it for him. “Except, there at the end, instead of ‘contest for America’ let’s make it ‘battle for America.”

	Everyone hesitated to reply. “Won’t that come across as kind of aggressive?” I asked.

	“Aggressive is what I want.”

	“Aggressive is okay,” Manny said, “but we don’t want to be warlike.”

	“This is a battle. I’m not pulling any punches. Wilson is every bit the disaster waiting to happen that Nelson was, just more competent, which makes her more dangerous. I mean, I called this a life and death struggle right there in the stump speech. Let’s not wimp out on calling it a battle in the tag line.”

	Nobody could argue with that. We made the change and released the ad in the week leading up to the Democratic National Convention. It became part of a series of similar ads. One, titled ‘No war’ showed images of Wilson and the New York riots from a couple years earlier, contrasted with images of Adam and the stately progression of drones patrolling the streets of Arab cities. Excerpts from Wilson speeches had her saying ‘this president has started an illegal and unjustified war’ while the ad showed Adam saying ‘the fighting is over and the United States is victorious.’ The tagline said ‘In the battle for America, who is the real pro-war candidate?’ 

	Another ad, ‘Energy,’ showed images of snowstorms and abandoned factories with a Wilson speech voiceover talking about the need to end fossil fuel energy subsidies and fight climate change. The contrast was with drone factory footage and Adam, also in voiceover, giving the energy prices part of his stump speech. ‘In the battle for America, who has the real energy?’

	The response came the next week in Chicago at the Democratic National Convention. We might have hoped their speakers would include a delusional old man talking to an empty chair but got no such luck. They just addressed the president directly.

	Vice-Presidential nominee, Gabriel Carson, a fresh-faced Wisconsin senator with the most liberal voting record in Congress, gave a prime time speech on the first night that was one of the most virulent, hyperbolic anti-Adam invectives I have ever heard. “We’re hearing now, just getting news reports these past few weeks, of the prison camps President Hanson ordered built in the Arabian desert. He ordered them built as places to gather the prisoners of war from his illegal invasions, along with anybody else deemed undesirable. These are places that U.N. observers and the Red Cross and even Doctors Without Borders have been barred from examining. And we all want to know, we all want to know, what the president is hiding there.

	“But I don’t know why we’re surprised. Through the Global Security Act this administration is doing the same thing right here in America, turning America into a police state. Many people here tonight know somebody who has had their home searched without a warrant, who has been ‘detained,’ without charges ever being filed, arrested on ‘suspicions’ of terrorist connections. There are even those, those of us among the poorest Americans and Americans of color, who have family or friends or neighbors who have just disappeared. Held without being charged. Held without being allowed to talk to family or a lawyer. Held in unofficial GSA prisons that we see appearing all over our country, in New York and Texas and outside Detroit and Cincinnati, hidden in plain sight. You cannot hide this from us, Mr. President!”  A wild surge of cheering from the crowd interrupted Carson, who nodded, as if to the beat of unheard music.

	“Uh-huh. Uh-huh. You cannot hide Mr. President. We know what you’re doing. You want us all to pretend that you amended the Constitution to eliminate the Electoral College, but everybody knows, everybody knows it was to give yourself a third term. Everyone knows it was nothing more than a power grab!”

	Another pause at the applause line. I had been watching Adam give speeches for so long, I had become accustomed to his unique style, and this more conventional speech grated on me. Adam would often keep talking through applause lines, ignoring the cheering and forcing everybody to shut up while he kept going, thereby putting a clamp on the energy, bottling it up, letting it build until he crashed through a finale and the whole place exploded. In contrast, these conventional speakers, pausing at each line, allowing the energy to sort of dissipate like a deflating balloon, ended up feeling flat.

	“We are told,” Senator Carson said, “that we should just be happy with what we have, happy that we have jobs and low taxes, happy that energy prices have not been inflated out of control again. Happy that we have security. Well I say that is not enough! We are Americans. What we want is freedom!” That was a big applause line, and at a party convention it of course went over well. “Adam Hanson. I see you for what you are. A tyrant. And there is only one way to deal with tyrants. Not with compromise but with rejection. President Hanson, we reject your police state, we reject your power grab. President Hanson, we reject you!”

	Adam himself watched the speech with a silent, dispassionate stare. As the news stream switched to footage sweeping over the cheering crowd Adam at last spoke. “Does this guy really think that if he were living in a police state he’d even be allowed to give that speech?”

	We all looked at the president. He tossed a hand at the television. “This is the nonsense I have to deal with. It’s a miracle we accomplish anything.”

	The keynote speaker was not a politician. Dr. Owen George was a scientist, a former NASA employee who had since moved on to CalTech. His bald head was covered with liver spots, his glasses an unfashionable small size, his manner jovial and a little stumbling. He was almost a caricature of a scientist, and perhaps his media promotion succeeded on that very fact. His faded grey suit made him look not of the political world and out of place on the convention stage. Dr. George came to the podium carrying a prop, a thick soft-bound book, its cover almost all black. He placed it on the podium, then waved and smiled to the huge ovation his entrance elicited, all in a shy, defacing manner. “Thank you,” he said, the microphone not quite picking up his voice as he spoke to the audience to one side. “Thank you.”

	“I brought,” he started as the applause died out but was interrupted by someone throwing in a last, piercing ‘whoo!’ “Thank you. I brought with me this book because I don’t think a lot of you have seen it.” He held up the black book. The camera was such that we would have had to pause and zoom in to make out the title, in small plain white letters. “This book is the biggest selling non-fiction book of the last ten years. Which tells me a lot of people are buying it. But I don’t think anybody has actually read it. It’s,” he paused, then thrust the book out toward the audience. “For those who can’t see, of course, this is ‘The River of Life’ by Adam Hanson. Sort of . . . has anybody here read it?”

	There were a few sporadic cheers drowned out by a chorus of booing. “Not a lot, I take it. It’s sort of an autobiography, sort of a political thesis.” He looked down at the book, examining it in his hands as if for the first time. “Your typical politician book, I normally never read them myself. This one was written twenty years ago. If you read it now, the most striking part is the consistency. Some might call it a rigidity of thought. Or just monomaniacal. There really seems to be no change, no development in the president’s thoughts between the time he wrote this and today. Nobody can accuse of him of flip-flopping, that’s for sure!” Dr. George laughed here, as did some of the audience in a bit of solidarity. 

	“The science of climate change, climate modeling, my own particular field, has advanced in huge degrees in the past twenty years, thanks to new AI modeling techniques. But I heard the president just the other day talking about how all the evidence for global warming is faked and how it’s a conspiracy among scientists like myself just to get grant money. Which I suppose if one were inclined toward conspiracies, that would be one of the, uh, well, it’s not one I would have thought up. I don’t know how many of you have ever tried writing a grant proposal, but, whew, not a way to get rich!” Again that funny little laugh. “Especially nowadays that the president has cut all federal funding for any kind of climate research. Sort of the ignorance is bliss approach, I suppose.”

	He set the book down on the podium and resettled his glasses. “In his speeches, the president also talks a lot about the weather rather than climate. Record snow falls are proof that global warming isn’t happening, but record warm temperatures are never commented on except to point out that a given year’s temperatures were not predicted exactly right in the climate models, which betrays a gross ignorance of how climate modeling works. It’s almost,” he chuckled, “it’s almost as if the president thinks global climate change is disproven if it doesn’t start raining on cue!”

	He snapped his fingers as if doing so would cause a spontaneous downpour. “All of this, the things the president has said about global climate change during the campaign this year, they’re the same arguments he dedicates a couple chapters to in his book. The same exact words, even. I guess you can’t accuse him of having a poor memory either!”

	“That’s for sure,” I said.

	Most of the campaign staff, watching in the big conference room, ignored me, but Dr. Graham leaned over to whisper. “What do you make of this, Sam?”

	“Of what?’

	“What he’s talking about, the advances in climate modeling?”

	“You know me, doc, I’m guarded about all predictions.”

	“Do you think the climate models are wrong?”

	“Doc, every computer model is wrong. It’s just that some of them are useful.”

	At the convention, Dr. George was continuing. “The more enlightening chapters, I thought, were the ones on energy. The president definitely has a firm grasp of the subject, I will say, but what is most telling are his conclusions. Specifically, that in order to continue as an economic power, the United States must secure control of all the world’s fossil fuel resources, indirectly or not. When we look at the last few years through this lens, with the handling of Canadian dissolution, Venezuela, Iran, the Gulf States, it’s obvious, it seems obvious to me, that the president is maneuvering for ever greater control of oil production around the world.

	“Of course, this book does not leave out coal or natural gas by any means. With domestic coal use and natural gas use skyrocketing over the past ten years, it’s only a matter of time before President Hanson turns his gaze toward Central Asia and East Asia, to control the world’s other remaining reserves of coal and natural gas. I say control and speak about it prosaically, but the implication one gets from ‘The River of Life’ is control by any means necessary, including war, including preemptive, aggressive war. I know that does not sound very nice, very moral or justifiable, but that is the inescapable conclusion of the president’s own thesis,” he held up the book again. “And that, no doubt, is how the president sees it.”

	While he got strong applause from the audience on hand in Chicago, Dr. George’s speech did not get much secondary play around the internet. His avuncular demeanor and professorial speaking rhythm did not have the flash of a political speech. It was the candidate herself, in accepting the nomination, that packed the hardest punches, and her punches, unlike Adam’s pension for heavy uppercuts mixed in with blinding haymakers, were more of the quick, stinging jab variety.

	“Now, President Hanson, he says this election is a life-or-death struggle for America.” Christina Wilson paused while the audience booed. “No, no, he’s right, he’s right. It’s a life-or-death struggle alright, but we’re on the side of life, he’s on the side of death!”

	“That’s a really good line,” Dr. Graham said in a low voice as we watched the camera shots take in the wild applause. “I kind of wish I’d thought of it.”

	Her speech touched on specific grievances with Adam, in particular things like the election amendment and the Social Contract Act, the most controversial parts of his tenure. Then her voice started to rise and tremble.

	“We have talked a lot about what has gone wrong with our country. We talk about taking away our constitutional rights, about taking away middle class America, taking away our labor protections so Americans today live like third world peasants. We talk about unneeded wars started by lies and falsehoods for the greed and corruption of the few. I hear a lot of people saying how we lost past elections because we were weak and spineless and how it's all Reggie's fault and it's all Douglas' fault and it's all Governor Melbourne's fault. Well, I'm talking now and I'm telling you it's time to stop pointing fingers. The historians can do that plenty. All I know is that if we spend the present doing nothing but arguing over the past then there is no way we can win the future!”

	As the crowd cheered, she paused to close her eyes and draw a deep breath, letting the cheering wash over her, as if the speech was an exertion and she was taking a breather for the final push. It reminded me of Adam himself. Bizarro Adam.

	“There is a lot of sad talk out there, about how hopeless our chances are. They say this year'll just be another landslide. I can read the polls as well as any one. But I also know what's right. Nothing'll ever get better if we give up and go home. We have to fight. We have to dig deep. Two years ago the American people were tired of this president and his police state and his foreign occupations, and they were ready to throw the bums out. But President Hanson showed just how much of a dictator he is. The Nationalists took a single tragedy and used to it provoke a disaster. Violence disrupted our franchise on Silent Night, and President Hanson and his cronies, they were all too happy to let the disenfranchisement stand.

	“Well, if this country is to live up to its creed we cannot answer violence with more violence. We will never rise above if we sink to their level. We must stand strong. We must be willing to go out, all of us, and take back our country, one vote at a time.” She was interrupted by applause, but instead of letting it play out, she pressed onward. “Two years ago there was a majority ready to depose the dictator, and in those two years all he's done is start more wars and steal more freedoms and in the process banged up the economy he's so proud to talk about. Two years ago we weren't ready for how far the Nationalists would go. But this time, Mr. President, this time we know your game. This time we're ready. We will go out to the polls en masse, we will stand together, we won't be intimidated by your guns and your hoodlums, and this November we will take back our country from the clutches of tyranny!”

	After reaching this crescendo, she let the applause die out, and the camera cut to a long shot of the convention hall for a moment, showing her as a tiny figure on stage surrounded by a crowd bursting with primary colors. When Wilson continued it was at a lower tone, letting the energy build again. “Now, I know, I know a lot of you out there are scared. It's one thing when voting just means mailing in a ballot or walking over to your church or school and punching out some little tabs. But when you have to walk past crowds of bullies waving guns and calling you a terrorist and threatening to take everything you have if you don't fall in line . . . I know it's frightening.

	“I've been frightened myself. But it wasn't so long ago that some other Americans who went to the polls had to walk past mobs crying for blood because they dared to vote with the wrong skin color, or the wrong gender, or loved the wrong person or went to the wrong church. Those Americans weren't intimidated, and neither are we!” A burst of applause that Wilson now shouted over. “We are not helpless, we are not weak in the face of your threats. We are Americans, as every bit as real as you, and we have the truth on our side!” As the crowd leveled out again I could tell she was moving into her grand finale.

	“The disgrace of this country's Silent Night is over, but I expect the night where our voices cry out for freedom is upon us! On the outcome of this election, the fate of our American democracy depends. On it depends the continuation of our Constitution and our Bill of Rights and our government of and by and for the people. President Hanson knows if he can scare us and keep us huddled in our homes, then he has already won. And make no mistake, make no mistake, he'll do everything he can to keep us in line, to stop the wrong kind of people from voting. The president knows, he knows! he's not gonna have an easy time this year. You can bet the whole right-wing propaganda machine will be turned against us. But if we stand tall, if we go out and make our voices heard, then this country will remain free and the American people can at last move forward again, upward toward that shining hill.

	“But if we let ourselves be scared, if we give in to fear and tyranny, then democracy will perish from this Earth, and the whole world, everything we love and cherish, will sink into a new dark age of despotism and theocracy, a dark age that will be made all the worse by the right's abandonment of reason and distortion of science. So this election day, let us brace ourselves against the storm and carry ourselves with strength and dignity and conviction that will ring down through the ages, so that when the historians do write about us they will say ‘This! This is what makes America great!"

	 

	As usual the Nationalist party convention that year was a formality that provided an excuse for a media blitz. Some late night planning session at party headquarters had settled on Philadelphia as the location, in particular the still open and now underutilized Federal Center. Dr. Graham spun the whole thing as making efficient use of government funds, nevermind that it was the party, not the government, paying for the whole thing. It also, he hoped, would serve to remind voters of the leadership President Hanson provided in the dark days just after The Event.

	On the first day of the convention the president made a big show of heading up to the complex on the Washington-Philadelphia high speed rail line. A special car was cleared for the president and his entourage, though security concerns meant this was in fact a dedicated train. Still, Adam insisted on not interrupting traffic on the entire line. So we did not stop at any station along the way, but we did stop before a lot of stations, waiting while the actual train in front of us loaded and unloaded passengers.

	Throughout the trip, Adam was engaged in an animated discussion with Dr. Graham that I did not bother listening to. I stared out the windows instead. The last time I had ridden this rail line was with Joaquin Ruben, on a day trip to negotiate with some senators over the VATS tax. It had been a sun-drenched spring day then. Now it was a sun-blistered August afternoon. I recalled some of the landmarks I had seen before, along Baltimore harbor in particular.

	I also took note of all the drones. They were, of course, everywhere in DC, but I had become used to them over their gradual expansion. Seeing Baltimore and Philadelphia again for the first time in years, I realized just how much their use had increased. Rotor drones and aerostat drones, little floating mini-blimps, hovered above intersections, stretching into the distance like a series of unconnected power lines. Little cruiser vehicle drones the size of scooters zipped along with traffic, mirror half-spheres on their tops hiding their camera systems. There were also a lot of new monitoring towers, thin poles that looked like street lamps, in many cases having replaced the actual street lamps, sprouting branches with various cameras and sensors. Many were situated on street corners or islands in the middle of busy roads. Most had heavy concrete block bases and some kind of wire cone flaring upward just above the base to discourage climbing. They looked like steel and plastic trees.

	Then I noticed something else. A lot of these new crime fighting instruments, drones and monitor towers, had on them giant display screens of the stadium scoreboard variety. Most of these were used to display traffic information, like minutes to a given location with current traffic, or warnings about upcoming construction. Some of these screens also included advertisements. They cycled through these like electronic billboards. In particular, a lot of them I saw had campaign ads for ‘Hanson/Sherman ‘36', showing the Nationalist emblem, the red and white striped snake, and then flashing information about the nearest voting precinct and a reminder of the voting date.

	I pointed this out to Adam. “Did you know we’re advertising on drones?”

	Adam looked, then shrugged. “No. What of it?”

	“Just noticing. Do you suppose that could be seen as crass?”

	“No more so than any advertisement.”

	The original plan had been for a three day convention, dragging out the process a bit to fit in more speeches and extended media coverage. Such was the plan. As we were heading up to Philadelphia that first day, the weather was a typical balmy August, but a few hundred miles to the south a tropical storm was advancing up the east coast. It had been predicted to swing out to sea and break up over the next few days.

	Instead, that evening, just as the convention opening speeches were getting underway, the storm took a sudden turn, heading toward the Chesapeake Bay and gaining strength in the process. By the next morning it was category three Hurricane Dana and it was right on top of us. It rolled over Washington and Baltimore and Philadelphia before at last breaking up and dissipating over central Pennsylvania the next night.

	It was one of the fastest growing and fastest moving hurricanes ever, leaving less than twenty-four hours warning in the areas hardest hit. Much of Philadelphia, including the Federal Center, was without power throughout much of the day. The convention became a giant refugee camp.

	Manny wanted to soldier on with the convention, but Adam and Dr. Graham nixed this, settling for a makeup rally the next weekend. The president and his whole staff rushed back to DC as soon as possible to coordinate disaster relief.

	I took the opportunity to slip out from the White House at one point and look at where the storm surge up the Potomac had swamped parts of the National Mall and areas around the Tidal Basin. I got pictures of the World War Two and Vietnam Memorials still filled with standing water even a day later. More than that, the whole place was empty. There was almost nobody out on the Mall and nobody at all when I wandered down toward the Jefferson Memorial. It was what the place must have looked like right after The Event, had I been around to wander through the fallout.

	That night, in the time slot where Adam was supposed to be giving a speech accepting the Nationalist party presidential nomination, we instead got a broadside from Governor Wilson.

	“All of this,” she said at a rally, “was preventable. Under this president the NOAA and the National Hurricane Center it oversees have been reduced to shadows of their former selves. With the latest monitoring and simulation equipment, used by the Pentagon, the path of this storm would have been known. This was not a technical failure. It was a leadership failure. We’ve known for decades that global climate change would create more storms and bigger storms, and now we reap what we sow. This president ignores science that doesn’t fit into his skewed world view. This president has once again abandoned regular Americans. He’s like an addict with all the addict’s excuses. It’s not really that bad. We have it under control. I can quit anytime. We’re doing this to ourselves, people. We’re doin’ it to ourselves. And it ain’t gonna stop until we decide to stop living in denial and do something about it.”

	This was enough to get Adam launching a counterattack. In a rapid change of plans, he scheduled his own Baltimore rally for the next night, giving a speech from the same podium as Governor Wilson just had.

	“The absurdity of climate change fanatics has reached the point that my opponent is now claiming that America is bringing hurricanes upon itself. That I, personally, am addicted to hurricanes! Once again, liberals have proven they will never let a tragedy go unexploited. They have computer models that could not predict the path of this storm, yet they would have us believe their models can predict minor temperature changes at the end of this century. They have been consistently proven wrong and yet demand that we take them seriously this time.

	“So help me God, I will not allow our economy, our entire country to be hijacked by these climate terrorists. The fear they promote with nothing but vague threats of ocean level rising and warmer temperatures generations from now, is nothing but an excuse to create a centrally-planned, government-run social structure, a dystopian world of politically correct conformity. The Democrats and their atheist scientist allies wish to raze to the ground those American institutions, our Constitution and our freedoms founded on faith, and replace them with their secularized worship of science. There will come an hour when one of these world views will have to yield, and by the grace of God it will not be the real America!”

	 

	A lot goes into prepping for a presidential debate. At least, such was the case when I worked for President Browning. Adam had never taken part in such a debate, rejecting or being rejected by such things in the past. Now the campaign had several Browning veterans helping the president prepare.

	There was a mock debate, with a state senator from Texas, a heavy-set black woman named Sarah Sampson who could affect a similar speaking style as Governor Wilson, brought in to play the role. Sampson herself prepared for her mock debate with a mock prep debate, in which, I am told, a staffer for Senator Rose who can do a slick impression of the president was brought in to play Adam. I have no idea how recursive this series became, if the staffer prepared with a mock-mock-prep-debate, and so on. None of us mentioned to Adam the prep Sampson had gone through. It would have made his head explode.

	It almost exploded anyway. Comments from Sampson got him riled, got him interrupting and berating her in long tirades. I was glad Dr. Graham had found somebody tough to play this role, because Adam at points became so vicious I was almost reduced to tears. Sarah just stood there when he went on these rampages. When he was done, she would remain silent while the doctor called a pause and came forward, explaining to Adam how he had just lost the debate, how tirades like that played into Wilson’s hand.

	We settled on a simple strategy. Keep the answers short. There was no hope getting Adam not to throw down some insults, not to raise his voice and hurl accusations if he got spun up, but, we told him, if he kept his answers short he could minimize the damage. Adam was resentful at this implication.

	“I’m going to win these debates,” he said.

	“We’re still way out in front,” the doctor said. “We’re not playing to win, we just need to maintain.”

	“Hmpf.”

	The first debate took place in mid-September. Between the constitutional amendments, the invasions of Iran and Arabia, Canadian dissolution, martial law in New York, energy price rises, expansion of special economic zones, and the recent hurricane, there were plenty of issues of real and fake importance to cover. This first debate was supposed to focus on domestic issues.

	The presidential debate commission, which ran these things, had a series of rules for their debates. Candidates were not supposed to address each other directly, or the audience directly, or move out from behind their podiums. They were the sort of rules that stripped Adam of his best features. We told him to ignore the rules. What could the Democrats do? If Wilson played along, or said nothing, Adam would get away with it. If she complained, during the debate or after, she looked petty. Same result if they tried to cancel or switch format on subsequent debates, and in any event that would do nothing to prevent Adam from pulling the same stunt again.

	This was something Adam could get behind. “I’d never have gotten anywhere if I didn’t ignore the rules that don’t matter.”

	One of the news streams covering the debate made it out like a boxing match, with ads featuring a deep-voiced announcer and even the little ‘ding’ of an opening bell. It was crude but apt as both candidates came out swinging.

	The first question, decided by a coin flip, went to Governor Wilson. The moderator asked her what, in view of her past and present opposition to the Global Security Act, she would do differently to combat terrorism.

	“I would be getting us out of their way! So much terrorism is motivated by America antagonizing people! Whether it’s getting oil companies or other companies to steal the resources of the developing . . .

	“Oh great, the blame America first argument,” Adam said.

	“Stealing oil from the Middle East . . .”

	“Typical liberal blame the victim mentality.”

	“We cannot continue to extract wealth from the developing world and expect . . .”

	“Oil is bad so we should all go back to living in some hippy stone age.”

	“Mr. President please.” The moderator held up a hand for Adam to be quiet.

	Wilson stopped as well. The voices of both candidates had risen as they tried to outshout each other. Now she drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “As usual,” she said in a slower tone, “the president’s argument is so weak it cannot stand anybody even voicing a counter-argument.”

	“Oh please, that is . . .”

	“What did I just say!”

	“Mr. President, Mr. President,” the moderator said. “You’ll get your turn. Governor Wilson has the floor.”

	After another pause, Wilson continued. “This goes to the heart of what is wrong with this administration. The Global Security Act and subsequent executive orders have been used to maintain a perpetual state of martial law. This administration is stifling free speech, stifling a free press, and suppressing any opposition to its agenda. We see that . . .”

	“Seriously?”

	Rather than let him interrupt again, Wilson raised her voice almost to a shout to intercede and keep going. “We see that in the bullying of Congress, in the bullying of state legislatures to pass disastrous constitutional amendments that concentrate power with the executive. We see that with the harassment and intimidations voters now face when they go to cast their ballot, up to and including actual acts of violence as we saw on Silent Night. That is Adam Hanson’s America.”

	There was a heavy quiet through the auditorium as Wilson finished. The moderator waited a moment as if expecting some outburst from any direction. Then he turned to Adam. “Mr. Hanson, your response.”

	“Yeah. Let’s break that down. I have been, since I became president, operating under the limits of the Global Security Act to protect this country from both foreign and domestic terrorists, and as we all know the only way to respond to terrorism is with force. There can be no negotiation with someone whose goal is your own destruction. We must hunt down and destroy those who would attack the United States. The option that Governor Wilson recommends is appeasement, and we all know how well that works.

	“As to my opponent’s specific complaints. First, if I have bullied Congress then every president ever has bullied Congress. More reasonable observers would call that passing one’s legislative agenda. Second, the amendments passed have devolved more power to the state level, so it makes no sense to call them an executive power grab. And finally, if I were stifling free speech and a free press, then what is this?” He held out his hands and looked around. “This debate, this election, what is it? Is this not free speech? Is this not the way America has always done things? This looks like anything but tyranny to me. Governor, be honest, you and everybody else knows that if I had changed the rules to ensure I stay in power, you wouldn’t be on this stage tonight.”

	“Mr. President, you’re running for a third term! If you hadn’t changed the rules to stay in power you wouldn’t be on this stage tonight!”

	Adam opened his mouth to respond but ended up saying nothing. Instead there was a sort of collective intake of breath from the audience and a few chuckles that may have interrupted him, but even after this dissipated, Adam made no attempt to get in another word.

	Watching backstage I saw the relief in Dr. Graham’s face when the president did not respond. Wilson’s rejoinder was a good line, too good to try for some even wittier comeback. It would become the line of the debate, perhaps the line of the whole campaign. Her followers would hold signs at rallies saying things like ‘You shouldn’t be on this stage’ and ‘Third term power grab.’

	In the wake of the debate, riding on Air Force One back to Washington, Adam brooded. It would be a few days later when I showed him an official poll that said, by about a sixty-forty split, Americans believed he had lost the debate. At the same time, he held a sixteen point lead in the polls and a greater than ninety percent chance of winning the election.

	 

	Although there would be conspiracy theories about it later, these as always did not make any sense, failing to take into account the motivations of all the players or the reality of limited foreknowledge. It was obviously just a stroke of great luck, at least for the Russians. The day after Hurricane Dana rolled over the Nationalist convention, with the aftermath in the forefront of American news streams, Russia launched a full scale invasion of Finland.

	As I had during the Eastern European War a year earlier, I found myself transfixed by the war footage, even though this time I did not have as much free time to fall down internet holes searching for it. Before this time I would have guessed Finland to be part of NATO, or at least a US military ally. Turns out they were studiously neutral. The only support they received was from another largely neutral neighbor, Sweden.

	I don’t know if more intense coverage of the fighting would have helped or hurt Adam. In the end it did not matter because nobody cared. The storm, wrecking so much devastation across the densely populated Washington-to-New York corridor, had sucked all the air out of any other news story. It was not mentioned at all in the debate.

	By the time we got home, and while storm aftermath and the debate still dominated the DC streams, the fighting was entering its fourth week and its dramatic conclusion. That same week Adam was scheduled to attend a series of conferences with the Arab League as they moved to establish new state boundaries and administer plebiscites that would elect new temporary governments. When this conference was scheduled months beforehand, it had been thought by those of us on the campaign staff that it would serve as a sort of victory lap, a chance for Adam, cruising toward another election win, to remind voters of his triumph from earlier in the year. After his poor debate performance we decided to go ahead with the trip, to let Adam be seen being presidential, get him off-stage for a moment to settle himself before the final fall push of the election.

	Since Adam was out of the country I also got some time for a breather. I ended up spending most of it getting caught up on news of this new war, and talking about it with Fred. He agreed with me that this new fighting was something different, almost stunning in its scope. Unlike before, when the Russians seemed to be fighting to achieve a draw and then use their bigger size to own the stalemate, this war was far more aggressive. It was a war of total conquest. Russian forces seized and occupied Finish cities with brutal efficiency. They landed paratroopers on an island controlled by Sweden and occupied it after massacring the surrendering defenders. Marines and commandos indiscriminately razed small towns in the country’s interior. Tank columns pushed along the southern coast, blasting blitzkrieg style through the defenders, while long range artillery and their Chinese-made drone force pounded Helsinki.

	The troops the Russians deployed were not the strange collection of biker gangs and crazy misfits from the war the previous year. This looked like a much more modern and formidable army. They utilized a force they called the Order of Suturoz, a collection of mechanized infantry and heavy drone tanks, as their lead force.

	“They are trying,” Fred told me, “to emulate our success in the occupation of Arabia.”

	We sat in a mostly empty bar in the late afternoon, drinking and sweating. “Are they succeeding?” I asked.

	“Kind of. Their about to surround Helsinki. Another week or two the Finns will most likely surrender.”

	“That sounds pretty successful.”

	“Yes, it is, as long they also prevent a major insurgency afterwards.”

	I nodded as I turned back to the footage on my tablet.

	“There’s another part of this that’s been really under-reported,” Fred said.

	“The whole thing is under-reported.”

	“Yeah, okay. But,” he glanced around and lowered his voice, though there was nobody near us at the bar. “The Russians have also been deploying some advanced cyberwarfare capabilities.”

	“Like what?”

	“Viruses. Computer virus, worm things, I don’t know the tech terminology of it all. They’ve completely disrupted the whole command and control structure. They’ve almost shut down the whole internet in the country, or at least made it really spotty. The thing is, we’re not really sure how they did it.”

	I grimaced at that thought. “So what does that mean?”

	He shook his head and took another drink. “Nothing good.”

	Fred was the only one I could talk to about the continuing war in Europe, because everybody else in DC was already focused on the latest campaign pseudo-controversy.

	As it turned out, I was not the only one who thought a campaign buying advertising space on patrol drones and monitoring stations might appear crass. That week, the DNC came out with a series of ads showing a facsimile of a patrol drone, this one outfitted with a tank-like turret and painted with an Adam campaign banner on its side. In the ad the drone rolls onto camera on a dark street, with a skyline highlighted in red as if by distant flames. The drone stops and the turret pivots to face straight toward the camera. Then everything in the image fades to black except for the Hanson campaign banner, which reads ‘Reelect Adam Hanson.’ Against the dark backdrop, the words ‘or else’ appear right below the banner.

	In her stump speeches, Wilson decried the drone ads in a more direct manner. “This is what happens when a dictator takes the machinery of state to maintain his hold on power. There’s only one message that can be sent by placing campaign ads on armed drones, and that is one of intimidation. These ads are supposed to remind voters of the possibility of violence if they do not vote the correct way. Mr. President, we are not impressed, and we are not intimidated!”

	Dr. Graham was out in full spin mode. “Anybody can buy ad space on these drones, which are owned by states and municipalities. It’s no different than advertising on buses. If toothpaste were advertised on patrol drones would everybody feel intimidated into buying that brand of toothpaste? It’s ridiculous. The American people are tougher then Governor Wilson gives them credit for. Nobody was intimidated by this until the Wilson campaign suggested they should be, and now of course it’s only spineless liberals who are intimidated. Real Americans aren’t afraid of guns in the hands of the good guys.”

	 

	For me the month was a blur. I spent the first week of October, while Adam was in Dubai conferencing and conferring, at my office. As with past elections I had expanded my staff with short-term contractors. There were a couple dozen people I did not know running around asking me questions and shoving reports in my face. I had Cassie working our election simulations, generating new model runs and reports on a twice daily basis to meet the demand for updates the campaigns wanted. Rich, my office manager, followed me around from meeting to meeting, taking notes, throwing reminders at me.

	“Mr. Adder? Mr. Adder?” Rich said. I blinked and looked up at him, looked around at this meeting. Somebody was asking me a question but I was not quite aware of it. I turned back to my notebook, noted the date. Adam would be back in town the day after tomorrow. After that I would join him at the Eyrie, where we would spend the weekend preparing for the final debate.

	I leaned back in my chair. A lot of young faces, unstrained by the long hours of the past months, were staring at me. These were all people born in this century. Many of them had no driver’s license, never got one or even learned how to drive, because by the time they were old enough self-driving cars were a ubiquitous option. They had never known a time before smart phones and mobile computing. In their brief adult lives, the time they were sentient as human beings aware of their surroundings and not just teenagers, in that time they had never known low oil prices or, for that matter, a president other than Adam.

	They had been staring at me a while and the pause was becoming a burden. They must have been thinking their grandpa was having some kind of episode.

	“Rich?” I turned to my office manager. “You’re registered to vote, right?”

	“I . . . yeah, I am.”

	“Who are you voting for? If you don’t mind me asking.”

	“You mean for president?”

	“No, for pope. Yes, for the president. Who ya gonna vote for?”

	“Well . . . Hanson.”

	“Really, even you?”

	This got me a harsh stare. “Yes, even me. I do like having a job.”

	“We won’t be unemployed if Adam loses. We work for the Nationalist party, we’ll still be doing polls regardless of the election outcome.”

	“Forgive me if that’s not reassuring.”

	“Are you voting for any other Nationalists?”

	“No. Definitely not.”

	“How about you guys?” I turned to the rest of the room. “Is there anybody in this room not voting for Adam? Other than me?”

	“You’re not voting for President Hanson?!” I could not remember the name of the dark, straight-haired, tight-wound, Ivy League political science major who blurted out this question, but it was the first time I had heard her express a significant emotion.

	“I never vote. For anybody. But I asked about you guys? Anybody else have a different vote?” I looked around and saw some shaking of heads and noncommittal stares. “You don’t have to. You don’t have to tell me either, but please, if somebody is voting different, I do want to know.” Still nobody came forward.

	“Why don’t you vote, Mr. Adder?” the political science major asked me.

	“I like to say it’s to remain impartial, but the truer answer is because I’m a cynical old man. I was a cynical young man once, but you know this past summer I turned fifty.”

	“Mr. Adder,” Rich said, “why didn’t you tell us? We would have gotten you a cake.”

	“I didn’t need the reminder. The point is, timewise I’m two of any of you. I have a lot less future to worry about. That’s why I was asking. I was wondering how people with a future were approaching this election.”

	“Sir,” the poli sci major said, “we have a lot of data on the youth vote if you want . . .”

	I waved her off. “That’s not what I meant. Humor me here. Is there anybody here voting for a Nationalist candidate other than Adam?” Nobody raised their hand in response, leaving just silence as I looked around the room. “Okay, so I ask again. Why are you guys voting for him?”

	It was Cassie that answered. “Well, Sam, I mean, he’s like the greatest president, I don’t know, maybe ever. I mean, he jokes around, plays video games, shreds on the guitar, he’s . . . he’s Adam. He’s not President Hanson, he’s Adam. You call him Adam all the time. He’s not some stuff-shirt phony. He’s . . . he’s cool.”

	I stared at her, holding her gaze for a moment, catching some approving nods around the room from the corner of my eye.

	In turn, I nodded to myself, looked down at my notebook, shut it off. “Alright. Everyone go home. Take the rest of the day off.”

	“Sir?”

	“You heard me. Go home. I don’t want anybody here. Whatever deadlines you have, consider them extended. If somebody from the campaign gives you guff send them to me.”

	“Guff?” the poli-sci major asked.

	“Grief. Flak. A hard time. I don’t know, whatever word you cool kids are using these days. Go home. Get out, get out!” I started shooing everyone out of the meeting, then out of the office.

	By that afternoon, I was back in my apartment. It occurred to me, as I stood in the doorway, that it had been forever since I was in here in the daylight. Most days I was at the White House, or the office, or jetting around somewhere with the president, or downstairs at the bar. I slept here often enough, ate takeout food and took showers, but always late at night or in a predawn grey. Looking at the place in sunlight made it a lot harder to pretend it wasn’t a mess. Endeavoring to do just that, I shuffled past all the moving boxes still stacked in the hallway, got to the bedroom, kicked aside a pile of dirty clothes, and collapsed on the bed for a nice long nap.

	 

	Another way elections resemble movie premiers is the anti-climactic finish. The build-up to a movie release is all hype, all explosive trailers and star interviews and merchandising and webisode and comic book tie-ins. Then, after all the buildup, people go out opening weekend and spend two hours watching what is, in the end, another movie like so many others.

	Our campaign had no comic book tie-in, though had the idea been floated to Adam, I’m sure he would have approved. It had hype though, years worth building to an unbearable crescendo. Then came election night and, as always, Americans would watch the returns, find out who won and then, in the end, that would be it. There would be no instant change, no glorious tomorrow in which they would wake up and find the world a better place. Like anybody walking out of a movie, they would return to lackluster, prosaic, un-hyped reality.

	And yet, both politicians and the movie industry wonder why they struggle to generate sustained excitement. Neither has any institutional ability to manage expectations.

	Like in past years, I was at the Eyrie to watch the returns. Sitting there that evening, I realized at last what the best argument was for keeping the Electoral College. It gave the news streams something to show on election night. The electoral map, with its familiar state outlines and familiar colors, totals calculated in sidebars, interactive versions online, it was all visually interesting. Without that there was just a simple vote total. News streams were left trying to get the same visual spark out of a bar graph.

	At about nine-thirty eastern time, it was apparent no weirdness or miracles would occur. Thirty-nine states were reporting totals, with Adam holding sixty-percent of the vote.

	Adam, as always, watched the election with his wife, both wearing baggy sweatshirts and faded jeans. He stepped away now to change before heading off to a convention center in downtown Denver for his acceptance speech. While some of the others did likewise, I lingered, watching the news streams. All of them were switching to Christina Wilson’s campaign headquarters in Boston for her concession.

	“While we may have fallen short,” she said, her voice even and steady, “never have so few spoken so loudly. Just as success would not have been an end to our struggle, so failure is not final. What counts is the courage to continue. As Governor of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, I promise I will continue to work with all my power to preserve the spirit of America from those who would defile it in its own name. The liberals of America,” she started, but paused for the cheering of her supporters gathered in front of her campaign headquarters.

	“The liberals of America are descended from a line of revolutionaries, to abolitionists, suffragettes, civil rights marchers, Pride marchers, anti-war demonstrators, and environmentalist campaigners. We did not get to where we are today by being wimps. The liberals of America are made of tougher stuff than that. We will carry on this fight, in the courts, in the Congress, in the state legislatures, in the media, and in the hearts and minds of the Americans who still remember what freedom means. We will defend our rights, whatever the cost. We will never surrender.”

	“That’s quite a concession,” I said, then looked around and realized I was talking to myself. I got up and headed upstairs to look for the president. I found him in his room, surrounded by his wife and senior advisors, looking in a mirror as he adjusted his tie.

	“Congratulations, sir,” I said to him.

	“Thank you, Sam.” He turned to look at me, then around at the rest of us. Adam looked as though he had just dropped a giant rock he had been lugging around. He flexed his shoulders, stretched his arms, shrugged himself into his suit jacket, and stood at his full height.

	“We’ve done it, guys,” he said, taking us all in with his gaze. “God has always had a special plan for me. He’s guided me this far, and I knew he wouldn’t let me falter now. With this win, the way is at last clear for me to truly secure, for the ages, my own legacy and the future of the United States.”
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Chapter 19

	 

	REVOLUTION

	 

	The first time Ron Paul ran for the Republican nomination for president, in 2008, his slogan was ‘revolution,’ or re-love-ution. It was the word revolution with the ‘e-v-o-l’ letters in red and the individual letters reversed to highlight that they spelled ‘love.’ I never quite understood that. Did it mean that this revolution would contain backwards love? Did every revolution?

	Whatever revolution there had been was all but over by the time Adam got to meet Ron Paul. The occasion was to discuss Paul taking over various ‘RonPaul’ and ‘re-love-ution’ domain names that were owned by some of the party deacons. For Adam, it was a chance to meet the legend himself and gauge his optimism and support for the write-in campaign the National Tea Party was trying to organize.

	Adam spoke little during the drive down to Galveston, with Holcomb at the wheel and Ellis and Duncan in the back. During the primaries, and before, Paul had been a guest on Holcomb’s radio show, which was how this meeting got arranged. The deacons were present because Adam was ready to just give away the domain names, and they wanted to make sure they got financial compensation.

	This quiet, gun-shy Adam persisted through the actual meeting. By the time everything settled several months later, Anthony Duncan would emerge victorious in what the courts dubbed a ‘frivolous’ lawsuit by Paul to reclaim the domains, but on this sunny September day the meeting was cordial. Paul himself spoke with Holcomb, and with Duncan, before rushing off to some other engagement.

	Later that afternoon, Adam and company were finishing the drive back home. Just short of Adam’s place they came to a four-way stop. Derrick stopped behind another car. It waited, pulled on through. Derrick waited while a white truck on his left took its turn. Then he pulled out into the intersection.

	Coming up on them on the right was a blue SUV whose driver considered the stop sign as more of a vague suggestion. She ran right through it without slowing down, plowing into the side of Derrick’s car. Air bags exploded. Derrick’s old Camry spun while the SUV deflected like a billiard ball. Both vehicles skidded to a stop on the opposite curb, just missing crashing into a streetlight.

	Groggy and shaken, everyone climbed out and stood there a moment while their minds raced to catch up with what had just happened.

	An hour later, after insurance was exchanged and police reports taken, as the tow-trucks hooked up the wrecks, Adam stood with the deacons waiting for their alternative ride.

	“I think I got a case of whiplash,” Anthony said. “Agh. Michael do you know of a good chiropractor?”

	“I have a guy I’ve been going to, he’s good. I’ll get ya the number.”

	“Agh. I feel like I’ve thrown out my arm too. How you doing, Adam?”

	“I’m fine,” Adam said without emotion in his voice.

	“Must be good to be young.”

	“I don’t think my being fine has anything to do with age.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“God is protecting me.”

	“He sure was looking out for us there,” Michael said. “I mean, look at Derrick’s poor Toyota. It’s a miracle nobody was seriously hurt.”

	“It was a miracle,” Adam said. “It was an act of God. He has a plan for me.”

	“You really believe that huh?”

	“I know it. God sent me an angel, and it reached out to me. I don’t mean that metaphorically, I was blinded and then I saw an actual angel. It was terrifying, but since that moment I’ve had no doubt. I don’t know what exactly God’s plan is, but I know I will face more such calamities and I will pass through them all unharmed. Until God is done with me I walk with the mark of an angel.”

	 

	As that election headed for its final, epic stretch, the party headquarters hosted a swarm of activity. It resembled some old, ill-designed steam engine, chugging and vibrating and on the verge of shaking itself to pieces. A set of large televisions along one wall displayed the election map GUI Thor had created. Most of the televisions cycled through the map views of various states, while one was left tuned to Fox News with the volume low.

	Around the open space, volunteers and staffers manned phones and laptops. Some worked on the old fashioned technique of compiling voter lists and calling to make sure people were registered and would vote. Others worked on the programming of a large-scale app that would allow for the coordination of volunteers at polling stations and party headquarters on Election Day. The idea was for volunteers to track who had voted at their polling station and for this data to end up at headquarters, where the staff could then identify who to contact and try to get to the polls. As simple as it sounded in theory, it was a massive undertaking that Thor and Rudy, and at least three Mikes, had been working on for months, and still with pressure to finish it in time for the election.

	Through this environment, Adam would stroll each day like a combination rock star and guru. As often as he could, Adam walked through the chugging machinery, stopping to check on the crew, chatting up some person or another, asking about their families and how their small slice of the operation was going.

	Among Adam’s key followers, the deacons and local elected officials, the big debate those days was whether to endorse the Republican nominee, Mitt Romney, or stick with the plan of supporting a write-in campaign for Ron Paul.

	“He has quite the mean-spirited perspective,” Rose said during a typical party committee meeting.

	“You don’t agree with Romney?” Anthony Duncan asked.

	“No I don’t, and even if he’s right, that was the most indelicate way to phrase his point.” Rose shook his head. “As I’ve said before this is why we cannot back this man. It’s this sort of foolishness we’ll be attaching ourselves to.”

	“What is foolish about it? He’s absolutely right, there are forty-seven percent of Americans who don’t pay income tax and don’t care that the rest of us are supporting them.”

	“He has written off half the country because they believe they are entitled to food.”

	“So they are? They’re entitled?”

	“Not to starve?” Through his big glasses Rose’s eyes got even bigger. “I should hope so. It’s as unChristian to say we should not be helping the poor as it is to say that churches should not have a prominent role in so doing.”

	“So you would just give away money like it’s free, just like Obama?” Duncan managed a rare bit of sarcasm.

	“My proposals would lead to a reduction of debt. Romney would continue the status quo. As I have said, that is why we ought to stay clear of him. He is a train wreck waiting to happen. We will be better off in the long run if we back a Ron Paul write-in campaign.”

	“That’s just insane. Ron Paul is not going to win. He will never be president. Never. We’re throwing away votes and money on this guy. He’s already dropped out.”

	Rose did not reply, instead taking a moment to resettle his big, thick glasses.

	“If we keep pushing for a write-in campaign, for any candidate, that just takes votes from Romney, and that could be enough to give Obama a second term. That’s the foolishness your plan gets us. We’d be the republican Ralph Nader.”

	This just got Duncan more of that bug-eyed stare from the state senator.

	“Okay, enough,” Adam said. “Obama isn’t going to win.”

	“But what if . . .” Duncan started.

	“It won’t happen. Can’t you gentlemen see, we have a date with destiny.”

	“The polls have Romney down.”

	“Didn’t I tell you not to look at those polls. The results are skewed. It’s liberal media bias creeping into the data. Look at the unskewed polls, they tell the real story. Obama is not going to win this election.”

	Now Duncan shook his head in skepticism. “I sure hope you’re right.”

	“Have some faith gentlemen. God is looking out for us. We continue this course, stay true to what the party stands for, and we will prevail.” With a little flourish Adam pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Gentleman, I have a teleconference with the Smith brothers I have to get to. We’ll talk more later.”

	Adam started across the busy room toward his office in the back. Anthony raced over to walk alongside him, checking over his shoulder before starting.

	“Are you serious? We’re actually going to support, publically support, a write-in campaign?”

	“I never said that.”

	“You just said . . .”

	“I never said that. Yes, the write-in campaign is foolish, it does nothing but detract from the Republican chances. I have no intention of endorsing it, publically or privately.”

	“So we’ll endorse . . .”

	“I never said I would endorse Romney either, and I won’t. That would be dishonest, I don’t like him, I’d prefer a lot of other people.” Adam stopped as they arrived outside his office. “I’m not going to sabotage his chances and hand this election to the liberals. I’ll vote for him myself, but I won’t endorse him.”

	He would never admit as much, but I think Adam was torn in those days between endorsing Romney as a means to defeat the incumbent and sticking to principles and endorsing a write-in. I suspect, knowing Adam, that he had no clear notion of how best to proceed and instead trusted to luck and fate and God that, somehow, the situation would emerge in his favor.

	That plan, or lack thereof, was just as much in evidence in all the down ticket races. The most important of these for the National Tea Party was William Lindberg. Their star player, the highest office holder the party had, had foregone running for another term in the House in order to pursue the empty Texas senate seat. He was running a distant third in the race and of course was being outspent.

	Sitting at party headquarter meetings, Lindberg’s Confederate general look never seemed more appropriate. He looked ready to surrender. The candidate said little while Adam, with support from Rudy, expounded on whatever new funding had been secured. The deacons were often on hand too, exhorting the apocalypse that awaited if they failed. 

	“I don’t know,” William said with a sigh, as if in pain. “I appreciate the effort Adam, but I wonder if this wasn’t a mistake. I should have stayed in the House while we built a bigger organization.”

	“Damn it, don’t give up on me now. We’re so close.”

	“You have an odd definition of close.”

	“All those polls you see are skewed, they don’t take into account what the electorate will really look like. The same way the liberal media is biasing polls in favor or Obama, they’re biasing them against people like us and tea party Republicans. Come election day we’ll see things in a whole new light.”

	“I hope you’re right.”

	“He will be,” Rudy said. “Adam’s always right about this kind of thing.”

	After listening to more exaltations about how important he was to the party’s future, Lindberg soldiered away to carry the campaign to its conclusion. By that evening, Adam found himself in another sprawling and all-important meeting. Something had the deacons as animated as they had been in years. Anthony called this emergency meeting, which assembled after all the old men had eaten dinner, leaving Adam hungry and annoyed.

	As they talked, Adam held in his hands a hard-copy newsletter that Anthony had thrust upon him, the way Anthony always seemed to be thrusting business cards or brochures or such into his hands. Adam gave it a skeptical look.

	“Democrats poised to commit massive voter fraud,” he read. He looked up and about at the gathering. The headquarters conference room had one wall of bare concrete, three of peeling drywall, and a ceiling of exposed ducts and wiring. Adam sat at the end of the long conference table with the incongruous high-end teleconference equipment. All the deacons were still talking in fits, but Adam met the gazes of Bob and Allen Rose. “Is this telling us anything we don’t already know?”

	“It’s far worse than we imagined,” Carl Hardy said. “It’s going to be widespread. It could tip the whole election.”

	Adam glanced at the newsletter again. “What is this I’m holding?”

	“It’s the Tea Party Post,” Duncan said. When this did not get a glint of recognition, he added, “Matt Kerrington’s newsletter.”

	“Oh yeah. Where did that guy end up again?”

	“He works for the Tea Party Patriots, aside from publishing this newsletter.”

	Once more Adam examined the thin, cheap printed newsletter. “Why do we care about this again?”

	“You don’t care about a giant voter fraud plan? They’re going to steal the election with illegals and people voting twice.”

	“Of course I care, but I thought we were already mobilizing the Minute Men to counteract all this.”

	“The Minute Men are part of the get-out-the-vote effort,” Rudy said. “They weren’t planning to look for voter fraud. They could, I’m just saying they weren’t planning to.”

	“Guys,” Officer Bob said, “I’ve already got us covered.” With a dramatic sweep of his arm Bob turned to the man sitting next to him. He was a short man wearing some kind of police uniform. “Everybody, this is William Forrestal, of the Texas Rangers.”

	“I plan to have men posted at polling stations throughout the state,” he said in a deep, rasping voice. “We’ll be monitoring for just this kind of fraud.”

	There was a momentary pause around the table. “Could you, uh,” Adam said, suppressing a smile, “could you say that again?”

	“We’ll be monitoring for this kind of fraud?”

	His smile grew. “Okay, could you now say ‘some men just want to watch the world burn?’” He spoke the line in his own low rasp.

	Forrestal closed his eyes for a moment. “I am not Batman.”

	“Sure you aren’t.”

	“You do sound a lot like the new Batman,” Bob said to him.

	“This is my voice, this is how I’ve always talked. I don’t sound like the new Batman, he sounds like me.”

	“Well, regardless,” Adam said, then held up the newsletter, “I’m sure whatever the Joker and his pals have planned, you’re on it.”

	“In all seriousness,” Anthony said, “is that enough? There can’t be enough Texas Rangers to cover all the polling stations statewide.”

	“We’ll be monitoring select ones,” Forrestal said. “There’ll be random spot checks.”

	“That doesn’t help in any other state either,” Carl said. “This is a nationwide problem, and we don’t have allies like Bob and, uh, and Officer Forrestal in other states.”

	“Well,” Adam said, “since we’re already mobilizing the Minute Men, perhaps they could be put to the task. Rudy, get in touch with Erica and find out just what we can do there.”

	“Is that gonna be enough?”

	“Did you have something else in mind?”

	Carl had no response, nor did any of the other deacons when Adam cast his gaze around at them.

	“We’ll do the best we can. I think between our own volunteers and some Texas Rangers we can do a lot to forestall any fraud attempts.” Adam continued to stare at the deacons. “We may not be the heroes this country needs, but we’re the heroes they deserve.”

	 

	Election Day dawned clear and sunny. In uncharacteristic fashion, Adam, feeling energized perhaps by some rallies the previous weekend, got up much earlier than normal. He was at party headquarters before dawn, greeting the volunteers as they arrived.

	Outside, a crowd was already gathering. The Election Day rally would last into the night, supporters hanging around to hear results announced. Adam would have rather this rally occur at some big convention center or auditorium the party could have rented. He had left coordinating that to Rudy though, and knew without asking that the deacons had bullied him into cheapening out and holding it right at party headquarters. It was an odd place for a rally since the headquarters was really one corner of a converted warehouse, and the neighborhood had an unwelcoming industrial ambiance. Still, there was a church that served as a polling station a block away, and it was not far from the heart of downtown Austin, for whatever good that did them.

	As the sun rose and the crowd continued to amass, Adam decided his first task for the day was to set up the adjacent empty warehouse space as an auditorium. Adam sought out the security guard on duty, an old friend from when he worked as such a guard, and got the keys. Soon the tall roll-up doors were thrown open and the crowd was allowed to flood in. Extension cords were run from the offices and televisions were hauled over and mounted on the walls so everyone could watch the news coverage.

	It was midmorning by the time Adam had turned the deacon’s half-assed election rally into something half-worthy of the party. He sent one of the Mikes, the squat one, on a run to load up on water and snacks. Then he grabbed another of the Mikes, the awkward tall one, and headed out to check on the polling station volunteers.

	Going around town they found mixed results. At a local high school, some volunteers had been told they needed a special permit to hang around the polling station. They had moved further away from the entrance and were hanging around anyway. Adam made some calls to find out about the permit thing, left some messages, and encouraged the volunteers to keep doing just what they were doing.

	At the next polling station, a youth center, nobody had told the volunteers they needed a permit. They were hanging out with some Romney campaign volunteers, using similar software on their phones to check in the people who came to cast ballots. The Romney volunteers expressed frustration that the software Adam’s people had, a simple phone app, was way better than the web-based stuff the Romney campaign had rolled out. Adam clapped his hands and made a little skip of glee when he heard this.

	“One of these days I’m going to run for president myself,” he told Mike. “Judging by the way the actual winners operate, it should not be too tough for me.”

	Between polling locations there was marked confusion over what sort of rallies or picketing or loitering about registering supporters was allowed. Some told the volunteers they needed a permit, some told them they could not be there and had to leave, some said nothing, some welcomed them.

	They found one location where a small crowd of National Tea Party demonstrators, replete with their party flags and colonial outfits, had been told by poll workers that they must leave. The demonstrators had not moved. Several of them were armed with actual rifles that they wore slung over their shoulders or carried as if they were about to start a military march.

	“They said they would call the police if we didn’t leave,” the protest leader told Adam. “That was like an hour ago and the police haven’t shown up.”

	“Stand your ground, man,” Adam said. “Right to assembly is right there in the constitution. Don’t let ‘em intimidate you.”

	“We won’t, sir, we won’t.”

	At an expansive church turned polling station, Adam ran into Allen Rose and his wife, who were also making rounds checking on volunteers.

	“We found a few places unmanned by our people,” Sharon Rose said. “They either never showed up or got turned away.”

	“There were Obama supporters at those places though,” Allen added.

	“Which places?” Adam asked with sudden intensity. “Did you write them down?”

	“We already called headquarters,” Sharon said. “I talked to Mr. Hubert.”

	“What did he say?”

	“He wrote down the station numbers. That was it.”

	Adam considered heading back to headquarters, but decided to let Rudy handle things while he continued his tour. His appearance was always welcomed by the volunteers and Minute Men they encountered, and buoying spirits seemed like the most efficient use of his time.

	Elsewhere, they ran into Mark Lindsey, one of the original deacons. He sat on a folding chair among a group of Minute Men, more of the colonial dressed and armed volunteers, outside an elementary school.

	“There were some Romney people here earlier,” Mark said, “but apparently their computer, phone program thing crashed and they couldn’t get it working again, so they left.”

	“Fucking amateurs,” Adam said. “I can’t believe this was the candidate we got stuck with.”

	“Still beats the alternative.”

	“I suppose,” Adam paused, then pulled out his phone. “Unknown number,” he read off the screen. “It’s a 470 area code.”

	“That’s Georgia,” tall Mike said.

	“Must be Erica.” Adam took the phone call. “Yeah. Yeah, this is he.”

	“Mr. Hanson,” a husky female voice said on the other end. “You don’t know me but I work for Erica Roland. My name is Rebecca Hemming.”

	“Ah, okay, cool. Can I call you Becky?”

	“Rebecca. Ms. Roland asked me to keep you up to date on our status. I wanted to let you know so you didn’t just start receiving texts from some unknown number.”

	“Awesome, thank you. How’s it going so far?”

	“Turnout looks like it will be close to what we’ve been expecting.”

	“Good to hear. I’ve been getting reports of some people getting turned away, told they need permits to hang around near polling places.”

	“We’ve heard the same thing, throughout the country. Erica is working that right now.”

	“Good, good, keep me informed.”

	After that, Adam decided the best move was to return to headquarters. As they came driving up they saw that the crowd had expanded. The roll-up doors remained up and people were spilling out of the warehouse into the parking lot. Tables outside were covered with bottled water and food and party pins and bumper stickers. And of course, a little further down, some grills had been set up and people were barbequing.

	A couple police cars were also present, parked on the curb beside the parking lot. Officer Bob, in uniform, leaned against one of these and waved to Adam.

	“What have we got?” Adam asked as he approached.

	“It’s possible,” Bob said in a lowered voice, “somebody will make a stink about us not having a permit for this demonstration.”

	“That came up last time too. Last election. It’s not a demonstration though. Private property, right?”

	“Well to keep our asses covered I’ve got some boys parked out here.” He gestured to the cars. “People are less likely to call the police if they see cops already here.”

	“Good move, thanks, Bob.”

	Adam headed in to mingle with the crowd. He bounced around through conversations, talking about predictions for the post-election world or about movies. He told everyone that much of the party funding came from a reclusive millionaire he knew who talked in a deep gravelly voice and posed as a mysterious Texas Ranger in a masked outfit. He told everyone that the day after the election he was finally going to get to play Skyrim.

	Late in the afternoon, as people started to get off work and traffic picked up at the polling places, Adam headed inside for a big conference call with his state branches. Early returns by then were showing good news, and the reports from his underlings had Adam verging on ecstasy.

	“We’ll benefit from the Romney coattails,” Greg Smith said. “We’re probably looking at ten to twelve House seats plus several dozen people in state houses. There’s a chance we could draw off some Republicans and even claim a majority in the Georgia and Tennessee state houses.”

	“That’s our best case scenario,” Allen Rose said. “You really think that’s what we’re seeing here tonight?”

	“Now, now, it’s still early,” Roland said, her voice coming over the conference call with a bunch of noise in the background. “So far I’m just cautiously optimistic, if you don’t mind.”

	“This is sounding great, guys,” Adam said. “You know, four years ago today I was in the hospital wondering if I would ever see again. After that last election, I vowed to never rest until the damage done to our country had been fixed. I think tonight we’re about to start on the path back from the brink.”

	Just after the conference call broke up, William Lindberg walked into the headquarter’s offices. Adam rushed out to meet him and found everyone around him paused, gaping. The representative had shaven his signature handle-bar mustache. His clean look made him appear younger but also thinner, frailer. His eyes were watery pools.

	“I know we didn’t discuss it,” William said. “I hope you don’t mind if I give my concession speech here.”

	“There’s no need for that talk just yet,” Adam said.

	“I’m sure you’ll win some victories tonight, but I’m not gonna be one of them. Do you think there’ll even be a camera crew to record my concession speech? I think it’s a good one.”

	“We have cameras here, I’ll make sure it gets recorded.”

	“Thanks, though it’s not quite the same, is it?”

	“No, it’s better. We’ll post in on YouTube. Bypass the liberal media, go straight to our supporters. It’s better this way.”

	William smiled at him. “My political career may be over, but I think yours may be just beginning.”

	“One defeat won’t end your career. Come on, did you get some barbeque?”

	His heart did not seem in it, but William could not resist the jubilation emanating off the party chairman. Adam led the senior party officers back outside, where they found the sun had all but set. With limited streetlights most of the lighting came from the still open warehouse doors. Nevertheless, the barbeque went on, and some of his staffers were now setting up some heavy duty lights to shine on a makeshift stage right outside the main office entrance.

	At seven o’clock the first rash of called states came across the news. There was a cheer that sort of crept its way through the crowd when an electoral map went up showing Romney with an early 82-64 lead in the Electoral College. Ohio, Virginia, and Florida remained undecided.

	“Those are the keys,” Adam said, having spent plenty of time playing with the Electoral College scenario generators online. “Those and Colorado. Take those and it’s all over.”

	“Why those ones in particular?” Mike asked. “Just because they’re the battlegrounds?”

	“They’re the ones Obama won last time. We have a pretty good presence, a pretty good turnout effort in Colorado and Florida, I think we can help push those ones over the top. The other two are the bigger concern.”

	Adam remained outside, mingling with the crowd some more and continuing to watch the news coverage. There was another cheer, this one a bit bigger, when Texas was called for Romney. At that point Adam became the first person to climb up on their little stage.

	“There is still time left to vote everyone,” he said. Without any speaker system he had to shout, his voice carrying across the crowd but not always rising above their own volume. “Remember, the presidential race isn’t the only one, there are a lot of other important races. If anybody hasn’t voted yet please do so. We can get you a ride. If you have voted, call your friends, call your family, let’s get everyone out there voting.”

	As he got down, Adam found Thor waiting. Thinking of Lindberg’s concession Adam directed the young staffer to get a microphone and speakers set up. Thor responded that Adam was needed back in the office.

	Inside, he found a distraught Rudy in the conference room hovering over the open teleconference unit.

	“What the hell is happening?” Adam asked.

	“It’s . . .” Rudy said, then gestured toward the speaker unit. “Um, Rebecca, we were just joined by the chairman.”

	“Mr. Hanson,” the throaty female voice sounded even deeper on the teleconference speaker. “This is Rebecca Hemming. We spoke earlier.”

	“Of course, I got your texts. What’s happening?”

	“We wanted you to know before it was on the news. There’s been a few incidents.”

	“That sounds ominous. Have you discovered some kind of voter fraud?”

	“No, sir, I don’t think so, but there have been a few altercations between our people and Obama supporters. From what I’ve been told it was nothing major, some scuffles and fists thrown but nobody seriously hurt. Sounds like some signs got smashed up.”

	Adam braced himself on the conference table and leaned over the teleconference unit. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

	“Sir?”

	“The last thing we need is violence, or even the perception of violence. How did this happen?”

	“I don’t know, sir, we’re still investigating.”

	“Fuck.” Adam hung his head and took a deep breath. “Do you know who started it?”

	“I don’t have any more details, sir, you know as much as I do.”

	“How many of these incidents occurred?”

	“Well, let’s see, there are, um, one, two, three . . .”

	“If you have to count that’s already too many. Where have these been happening?”

	“Most were here in Atlanta or in North Carolina. A few others scattered around.”

	“Jesus Christ you people are out of control! What the fuck are you doing?!”

	In contrast to Adam’s rising voice, Rebecca spoke in a flat, steady tone, almost as if it were a robot on the other end of the phone. “I’m not making excuses, sir, but it has been a very emotional election, there’s a lot of tension out there, and we have people on the street looking for voter fraud. There was bound to be some sort of confrontation.”

	“Fuck, so this is standard operating procedure?! Tell Erica to get her fucking organization in line!”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“You sure nothing major has happened?” Adam asked. “Just some minor scuffles and trashed signs?”

	“That’s all I’ve heard.”

	“Whose were they?”

	“Sir?”

	“The signs that got trashed. Whose were they? Ours or theirs?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Probably theirs.”

	“So we started it?”

	“I don’t know, sir.”

	Adam sighed as he glanced up at Rudy. “Okay, thank you, Rebecca. Keep me informed.”

	Rudy reached over and ended the teleconference call. For a moment Adam seemed to be holding his breath, then he let it out with a, “Fuck! Can you believe these guys?”

	He looked around, taking in the rest of the room for the first time. Anthony and Allen were present as well, both placid observers to the conversation.

	“The Minute Men are a big organization,” Rose said, “they’re obviously going to have a few bad apples, but they also bring a lot of capability and manpower we wouldn’t have otherwise. We’d be nowhere without that.”

	“So now you’re making excuses?”

	Rose did not reply except to adjust his glasses.

	“It doesn’t sound like it’s that big a deal,” Anthony said. “These sorts of things happen every election, right?”

	Now it was Adam’s turn not to reply, instead slumping down in his chair. “I hope you’re right. I’m gonna make some more calls, make sure that’s really all this is.”

	Adam disappeared back into his office. He was in there less then fifteen minutes when Rudy came knocking on the door.

	“You better come see this.”

	Adam ended his phone call and jumped out of his seat in one motion. “Now what?”

	Outside, he found, just beyond the office parking lot on the nearby sidewalk, a small collection of picketers. They had unfurled a big flag with the Obama ‘O’ symbol and were carrying various pro-Obama, ‘NOH8,’ and Mexican flag signs.

	A cluster from Adam’s crowd stood with a fifteen foot no-mans-land between them and the picketers. At the moment, the two sides were exchanging shouts in short, controlled bursts with sporadic lulls, but it seemed any second somebody could yell ‘charge!” and the situation would explode.

	Adam jumped up on the little stage again. “You, hey!” He tried shouting over his own people to the enemy force beyond, though he was almost drowned out. “This is private property!”

	Somebody over there must have heard him. “We’re not on your precious private property!”

	Turning, Adam found Thor standing over a big speaker and a mass of wiring, staring at this confrontation. “Thor. Get these speakers going. Quick.”

	From his other side, Adam became aware of Officer Bob approaching. “You want me to arrest these guys?”

	“They aren’t on our property, technically.”

	“We can always find a reason to detain somebody. Take ‘em down to the station, cost ‘em a few hours.”

	Adam glanced at the Obama crowd. “Do you have the manpower to handle them?”

	“I can get some people down here.”

	“Stand by, I may need you yet.”

	He turned back to stare as his staffers tried to get the speakers hooked up. At last Adam was handed a microphone.

	“Okay, okay,” he said, and waited for the squeal of feedback to die and a staffer to make some adjustments. “Okay, people, people.”

	This was enough to grab the attention of his own followers. They started turning around, away from their detractors. As their half of the exchange fell silent, the Obama crowd fired off a few more shouts and slogans before falling quiet themselves.

	“Okay, folks. Hi. Good to see you.” Adam addressed the picketers directly. “Yes, y’all aren’t on our private property, technically, but I know you didn’t just happen by here tonight.” He gestured to the dark, low traffic street in front of the warehouse. It was lined with cars tonight, all of them belonging to the crowd Adam had gathered. “So, what? Are you folks just here to troll us while we’re minding our own business?”

	The replies this got were haphazard, not shouted loud enough to carry over the whole crowd. The clearest one was a ‘four more years!’ cry.

	“Trolling it is,” Adam said. “Look, folks . . .”

	Someone tried to interrupt by shouting something, but the only word Adam caught was ‘racist.’ He paused and looked around. “Racist?! Playing the race card? Did I . . .” he glanced backward to see some of his senior advisors standing at the office entrance, watching. He decided to start again. “Look, folks, you’ve probably already voted, and so have all of us. Don’t let me assume anything though! If any of you haven’t voted yet there is still time, I have people, standing by right now, ready to drive you to the polls. If any of you still need to vote by all means, come see me, I will make sure you get to a polling station. I will drive you there myself if I have to. But otherwise, everybody else, we’re all just here watching the returns, enjoying this nice night, enjoying some barbeque. There’s plenty to go around. Why don’t you come join us?”

	Throughout this, Adam was smiling and gesturing, taking in the audience and the good times and the nice night with his arms. “Come on,” he said. “Why not just enjoy the rest of the evening? If you really have to get some trolling out of your systems I’ve even got some spare laptops inside, we can set you up, you can get online and grief conservatives to your heart’s content.”

	The Obama crowd was just staring at him, but among his own people, Adam was getting some smiles and scattered applause. “Alright, folks, actually, we’re coming up on the hour, they’re gonna announce some more states, so let’s gather around, still plenty of eats left, let’s check it out, have a good time.”

	With a little rock star flourish, Adam tossed the mic down to Thor, who almost dropped it in surprise, then hopped off the stage. Already, his own crowd was migrating away from the standoff and back across to the televisions. Adam watched a few from the Obama crowd break away to do the same, but most of them just stood there, watching. He smiled to himself.

	Memory being what it is, it seems to me, most people tend to blur over the bad and accentuate the good, giving the harshest ordeals a golden hue. Such was the case with that election night. Many years later, talking to those who were there, I found the thing they remembered the most was Adam’s speech to the pro-Obama protesters, his simple, jovial invitation to join in the barbeque. For a core group of followers, that simple little act would be the moment that defined their leader.

	At eight o’clock, the electoral count still had Romney ahead, but none of the states Adam identified as critical had been called. Nobody was leaving the rally just yet. On the other side, the Obama crowd had grown a little. They continued to hang out along the bordering sidewalk, marching back and forth, holding up their signs, and trying to get chants going.

	“What exactly are they protesting?” Adam asked at one point.

	“Um,” tall Mike looked over at them. “Racism? Income inequality? I’m not sure.”

	“They’re those Occupy people again, aren’t they?”

	“Maybe they’re just protesting us. We stand for everything they do not stand for?”

	“Huh.” Adam smirked to himself as he stared, then turned back toward Mike. “I think you’re right. It’s the Wild Ones approach to politics. That’s all they have anymore.”

	“The what approach?”

	“In the movie, ‘the Wild Ones,’ Marlon Brando is asked ‘what are you rebelling against’ to which he famously answers ‘whaddya got?’ What are these guys protesting? Whatever we got. That’s all either political party is. What do we stand for? Whatever they’re against.”

	“Why protest us in particular then?”

	“I think they know. I think they can tell we stand for something independent of them. Or maybe they just have to lump everything into an us versus them mentality and we happen to fall on the wrong side. Or I don’t know, maybe they’re just crazy.”

	Adam headed inside to avoid the protesters and watch the coverage. He found the mood here darkening. The Electoral College was at a 153 tie, with talk of Obama leading in Ohio.

	By now there were other races being called, and among them was the Texas senate race. As expected, Lindberg finished a distant third. He announced to Adam that he would like to give a concession speech, and Adam obliged by getting staffers, as promised, to set up a camera outside and record him.

	For the small crowd he spoke to, Lindberg did manage to deliver a worthwhile speech. He congratulated the winner, former state solicitor general Ted Cruz, and expressed a hope that, though a Republican, he would work to advance the core issues of the National Tea Party. The protestors on the sidewalk were quiet while he spoke. He was heckled only once, when he brought up what he regarded as his best accomplishment.

	“I may not ever be remembered as the true architect of the Iraq troop surge, but as long as it worked I’m glad to have done my part to help my country.”

	“The surge didn’t work numbnutz!” This got a laugh from the protestors and some backward directed booing from the crowd. Lindberg took a moment to square his shoulders and pull himself up to his full height, but otherwise continued, ignoring the interruption.

	Although it was only one race, the Lindberg defeat and concession put a further pall over the evening. The people gathered in the party headquarters began to slip out, while the Obama crowd outside started to grow. Adam’s followers abandoned the parking lot altogether to huddle in front of the televisions set up in the warehouse.

	Around ten o’clock a few more states were called, filling in the election map as anybody paying attention to the race knew it would. With no surprises everything still hinged on those key states. Some began to wonder if, like the 2000 election, they might wait up all night and still not know the results the next morning. Some of the volunteers, in fact, had brought sleeping bags and other camping gear anticipating just such an outcome.

	Only fifteen minutes later, this thought evaporated. The news channels began calling Ohio for Obama, and with it the election. A few seconds after first hearing this on the television they heard a great cry of joy come from the protestors outside.

	Inside the warehouse, everyone just sort of stood there, still watching. Their thoughts were summed up by Bob, who blurted out, “is that it?”

	Adam sat slumped in a chair. As everyone turned to him, his blank stare refocused and he looked around. “That may be it. I’m gonna hang around and make sure.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “But that may be it.”

	“This is a disaster,” Anthony said, his voice ringing out through the warehouse. “How could this have happened?”

	This set off everybody. A chorus of comments echoed around.

	‘What’s happened to our country?’

	‘Voter fraud, it’s the only explanation.’

	‘We should do something.’

	‘They got all the illegals voting, stole the election.’

	‘There won’t even be an investigation, you can bet. We have to force the government to take action.’

	Drifting out of his unfocused stare, Adam glanced over to see Rose and Sharon and a few others gathered around in a prayer circle off in one corner.

	“Allen has the right idea,” Adam said, drawing their attention that way. “Gather around everybody, gather around.” He waited a moment while they gathered around his chair. “God has a plan for me. For all of us. I just don’t know what it is. I think we should pray for some kind of guidance.”

	 

	The magic that had enchanted yesterday and last night had been nothing but faerie glamour. In the cold pre-dawn gray of the next morning, the great ball and the fancy stage coach and the guests and food had dissolved into the cinder and ash of a bleak future.

	Short Mike, the lawyer, Michael Franks, arrived at headquarters to find far more people than he expected. Volunteers and staffers were sprawled out in sleeping bags along the floor of the main office space. Sitting around one of the fold-out tables was the party leadership. Hanson, Lindberg, Duncan, Rose, Geare, Mark Lindsey. They were eating a breakfast consisting of cold leftover hamburgers and chips from last night. None of them spoke, all instead hunched over their food, chewing in a slow plod as if it were their last meal.

	“What are you all still doing here?” Franks asked.

	With a slow developing motion, Adam looked up, flashing that intense fire in his eyes. “Where else were we gonna go?”

	Franks pulled up a seat. “I just talked with the Smiths. Unfortunately, I have more bad news.”

	“How could it get any worse?” Duncan asked.

	“Apparently a large group of Minute Men, including Ms. Roland, have been arrested in Atlanta.”

	“Why?”

	“They started a protest march this morning. Went right out into the streets and started blocking traffic.”

	Duncan shook his head. “That sounds foolish.”

	“No, it sounds inspired,” Adam said. “A giant fraud was perpetuated on the American people last night and the liberal media isn’t about to call any attention to it. The polls beforehand were so far off, a huge amount of fraud had to have occurred. How else can we draw attention to it without some kind of civil disobedience?”

	“Well before you go planning anything,” Frank said, “I have more bad news. Mr. Forrestal has been suspended and may face criminal charges himself.”

	“For what?” Bob asked.

	“Abuse of authority. Yeah, apparently he was not authorized to station Texas Rangers at voting locations yesterday.”

	“So they arrested him?”

	“They haven’t arrested him. There’s going to be an investigation and charges may get filed, but he has not been arrested yet.”

	“This is an outrage,” Lindberg said.

	“This is the government silencing us,” Bob said. “Forrestal was on to something and Roland was drawing attention to it so they had to be moved out of the way.”

	“If that’s really the case,” Duncan said, “than we shouldn’t let them sweep this under the rug.”

	“Agreed,” Adam said. “We need to march, march to the state house and demand the release of Roland and her people and the reinstatement of Forrestal and a full investigation into the outcome of the election.”

	“We could organize something for this weekend,” Duncan said. “With the emotions I was hearing last night the turnout could be . . .”

	“No, not this weekend. I mean today. As in now. We have to march now.”

	“Now?”

	“By this weekend the anger will abate and everybody will just sort of accept another four years of the country falling apart. If we want action, we have to act now. How many people do we still have here?”

	Thus began the National Tea Party’s first and only attempt at a flash mob. Word went out online about an immediate march to, and rally at, the state house to demand an investigation into the travesty of the previous night. Adam promised to remain there all day, longer if necessary, and invited everyone to show up whenever they could. He envisioned camping out with his core supporters throughout the day and then in the evening getting a major influx that would . . . do something. To be honest I don’t think he had a plan beyond this. If he did, he never articulated it to anybody I ever spoke with about the event.

	Adam sold it all either way. They were going to turn out in force and declare to the powers that be that real Americans would not take this lying down. They would be joined by people in other cities. Instructions were sent out via text to Rebecca Hemming to begin organizing concurrent protests wherever the Minute Men could gather sufficient support. They would laugh about it later, but in the emotions at the time nobody thought to get any kind of confirmation from Hemming. She would not receive the text and emails sent to her until late that afternoon when she, along with Roland and the rest of the Minute Men leadership, were bailed out of prison.

	The only one not caught up in the energizing rush was Franks. “This sounds crazy, guys,” he said as volunteers scurried around carrying out Adam’s impromptu directions. “Is this really the hill we want to die on? Why not keep working like we have the past couple years, ya know? Build more support across the country and eventually run our own presidential candidate.”

	“I’m not backing down from fate,” Adam said. “Win or lose, this is decided today.”

	“Shouldn’t we at least wait until tonight so we can properly organize all this?”

	“We’re marching now. The vanguard will clear the path. We’ll leave a few behind to organize reinforcements. I’m gonna leave you in charge of that, at least until Rudy gets back.”

	“Where is Rudy?”

	“He went to rescue his fiancee. She was out organizing volunteers yesterday when her car broke down, somewhere outside Lubbock I think. He drove through most of the night I imagine, was supposed to get back today. Call him when you get a chance and let him know what’s happening, get him back here as soon as possible.”

	A half hour after the idea struck them, the core of the National Tea Party marched out of their headquarters onto the adjacent street. In the front were Adam, Lindberg, the Roses, the deacons present, Officer Bob, still in uniform, and a couple other of his fellow police officers. With the front line containing uniformed policemen along its flanks the whole thing gained an aura of officialdom beyond its haphazard nature.

	The street in front of headquarters saw little traffic, but it was a short walk to a busier thoroughfare. In an hour it would be filled with morning traffic, but at the moment, with the sun still not above the horizon, it saw just a light stream of cars.

	Reckless and bold, the marchers followed Adam and company right out into the middle of the road. They marched down the two right lanes, blocking anybody coming up behind them but not crossing into oncoming traffic. Soon enough, they had cars lining up behind them, honking and angling to swerve past. Adam ignored them, marching forward with a grim look set on his face. His followers marched right behind him.

	As they walked along the outskirts of the university they began to pick up strength. Word spread to their loyal followers, in particular among the student body. Those who had gone home last night began showing up, parking where they could and falling in with the procession. Still others brought their cars in line behind the marchers and joined them at an idle. One group showed up in an RV decked out in American and Gadsden flags, with a giant version of the party flag on a pole stuck out the passenger side window.

	Those showing up also had plenty of firearms, rifles mostly, which they brandished above their heads or held leaning against a shoulder.

	Crowds began to form along the route as well, as if it were a parade. Students and passersby not inclined to join still lined up along the streets to watch. As he went, Adam happened to glance at the crowd on the left. There he spotted, right in front, his hair and clothes disheveled and his eyes bloodshot, Professor Atkinson.

	Adam and the professor, a dynamic duo a couple years earlier, now locked gazes across a gap of traffic. The professor never forgot that look. With a flash of his eyes Adam managed to ask, “So where are you in all this?”

	A block later the cops showed up. A set of police cars pulled up with a blare of sirens in front of the marchers. A few cops got out. Seeing this, Officer Bob broke ranks and rushed forward, a comical look as he attempted to run despite his girth. He got up to the cops, had a brief conversation, then rushed back to Adam.

	“Just keep walking,” he said. “They’ll let us pass.”

	By now they were a couple blocks from the state capitol building. As Adam went he acted like he was in a car, obeying traffic laws, stopping at red lights and waiting to cross intersections on green. To do otherwise would have been suicidal. Those behind him had less compunction. Once the stream of people entered an intersection behind Adam, they kept coming regardless of the light, blocking cross traffic when the entire parade could not clear the intersection in time.

	At last, just as dawn was breaking on the streets of downtown Austin, the front of the procession arrived on the grounds of the state capitol. At the same time more police were arriving on the scene, these ones in SWAT or riot gear. An armored truck came rolling off a street and right onto the grassy field in front of the capitol.

	Among the marchers there had been no planning of what do to when they reached the state house, and many were now confused. In front of the capitol the police continued to scramble. Police in body armor with heavy rifles took up cover along the side of the building or behind armored vehicles. Adam was reminded of his time in Iraq, of being an infantryman advancing behind a Bradley fighting vehicle. Other police rushed in to form up a phalanx in front of the marchers, riot shields deployed.

	Somewhere a loudspeaker burst to life. A piercing voice ordered the marchers to disperse and return home. The marchers responded by continuing to advance. A chant of ‘Wake up America!’ began to form in fits and starts. Those with firearms held them up above their heads. This was perhaps meant as a sign they were not preparing to shoot, but its effect was to inform the police that the crowd was armed.

	“Our voices will be heard!” Adam shouted as he advanced.

	The voice on the loudspeaker grew more insistent. “This is an unauthorized demonstration. If you do not disperse we will be forced to place you under arrest.”

	They were getting very close now to the phalanx of officers in riot gear. Adam claimed his intention was to walk right past them as they had walked past the police cars out on the city streets. The front line closed to within ten feet of the riot police. At last, the police reacted.

	Tear gas rounds were fired. For some reason they were fired like regular guns rather than lobbed like mortars. A canister slammed right into Sharon Rose. It knocked her off her feet even as the actual canister arched into the second row. There it struck Thor, walking close behind Adam, right in the head.

	Several more canisters pummeled into the tea partiers. One landed right next to Bob, sending him coughing and scrambling away. Lindberg, choking on a face full of tear gas he got when the canister hit Sharon, stumbled into Adam. He grasped out blindly, grabbing Adam’s shoulder even as he collapsed. Adam was dragged down with him, falling face first into the muddy grass.

	Around him there was chaos. In some ways it was worse than Iraq. At least there he was armed and surrounded by trained soldiers. The civilians that were following him panicked. Adam choked and coughed on the thickening gas cloud. He got to his hands and knees and turned to help Lindberg, only to find the representative had crawled away and disappeared in the cloud.

	Adam got to his feet and ran. Behind him, other tear gas canisters rained into his followers, leaving a thick, choking field between him and the edge of the capitol grounds. His eyes burned like they had when he was wounded by the white phosphorous I.E.D. There were screams and shouts all around, and he could no longer tell which direction he was moving.

	He sensed he had emerged from the cloud when he realized he could inhale without coughing, but now the whole world was a blur even when he forced himself to open his eyes. He ran with outstretched arms and a vague sense of the landscape in front of him.

	“Mr. Hanson!” a familiar voice said. Adam ran towards it.

	Tall Mike was standing by a car on a side street. He waved his hands as Adam stumbled toward him.

	“Adam, get in,” he directed.

	Mike opened the rear passenger’s side door and Adam dove in head first. He almost landed in the lap of Carl Hardy. Tall Mike got in as well, accompanied up front by his wife.

	“What the hell happened?” Hardy asked.

	“Go!” Adam shouted. “Drive!”

	They took off driving away from the capitol. “Where am I going?” Wendy, a doctor in residency and now getaway driver, asked.

	“Back to headquarters,” Adam said. “We’ll rally there.”

	“We just came from headquarters,” Hardy said. “The police are there arresting people.”

	“What?”

	“I don’t know. We came to find you to figure out what was going on.”

	“Jesus Christ.” Adam said, at last straightening himself out in his seat. He looked about outside. His eyes still burned but not enough to block his sight. By now they were a block away from the capitol and there was no sign of what had just transpired.

	“Can you drive me to my place?” Adam said. “Or no, drive me to my car. It’s just up the street a ways from headquarters.”

	“I want to know why the police are raiding my property,” Hardy said.

	“So would I, but I have no intention of getting arrested to find out. I’m gonna get out of town as soon as possible.”

	 

	Helen had already heard the news of the incident at the state house that morning when the doorbell of the Holcomb’s second home rang. Adam, wearing a rumpled and muddied suit that had fit him last night, stood in the doorway, bracing himself against the doorframe, exhausted.

	“Hi Helen,” he said. “Mind if I crash here?”

	She managed a simultaneous disapproving and pitying look, then brought him in without further comment. He tracked in across the sparkling clean room and sat down at her kitchen island. Helen stood across from him with the same look on her face.

	“So tell me what happened.”

	Adam launched into his story, starting with the protests and the news he had received from Roland the night before, up to the confrontation at the state capitol.

	“So you ran away.”

	“I fled. I couldn’t think of what else to do.”

	She shook her head, disapproving, but then averted her gaze. “Oh, Adam.”

	“I’m ruined,” he said. “My party took a drumming last night and now my most loyal supporters have probably been arrested. Everything I’ve worked for these past four years is gone.” Adam looked up at her, then dropped his head down onto the counter top. He started to bang his head against the counter, without violence but in a sad and pathetic sort of way. “I almost wish that I.E.D. had killed me. I wouldn’t have lived to see all of this.”

	“Adam! Don’t talk like that.”

	“How else should I talk? It’s all gone. Maybe if I’d been hurt, if those police had shot me I could be a martyr to the cause, but now what? The party is in disarray before it even got off the ground and I’m probably a wanted criminal. ”

	“Wanted for what? Trespassing? Jaywalking?”

	“I don’t know. Even if they don’t actually arrest me, I’ll still be perceived as a criminal. What sort of support can I build from that? It’s over, my life is over. I’ll never be a rock star, I’ll never be a politician, I’ll . . . might as well go shoot myself.”

	“Adam! No. You don’t even know what’s happened. Maybe everybody’s back at party headquarters wondering where you are.”

	He did not respond to this at first. “You think running away was a mistake?”

	“I don’t know, but there’s no use moping about it.” She paused to look him over. “Oh, Adam, you’re a mess. Come on, let’s get you a change of clothes.”

	She disappeared for a moment and returned with a bundle of towels and clothes. “You can use the guest bathroom over there. These are some of Derrick’s old clothes so they’ll be kinda big for you.”

	“Where is Derrick anyway?”

	“He’s still in Las Vegas taping his post-election show. He doesn’t get back until tomorrow. Here, let me see that jacket.”

	Adam stood and removed his suit jacket. The back and one sleeve were covered in mud and clumps of grass. “Bother. You took most of the capitol lawn with you. How did you manage to do that?”

	“I don’t know.” Adam paused, looking at the ruined suit as she held it up to the light. Then he smirked to himself. “You know, when I was a kid I ran away from home once. I don’t remember why, but, anyway, I went to this forest near my house to hide. I covered myself with grass and mud thinking I would disguise myself that way, you know, like an Army Ranger or something. Well, of course my parents found me. My dad bust out laughing when he saw me covered in grass and leaves. He said I looked like an elf, started calling me elf boy.”

	Helen listened to this story with a little smirk. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk about your parents before.”

	“Yeah well . . . I don’t much like being called an elf. I should take that shower.”

	Adam emerged wearing a t-shirt a couple sizes too large and cargo shorts held up with a tightly cinched drawstring and willpower. He found Helen in the kitchen making lunch. Without a word, he sat down at the counter again and she deposited a sandwich in front of him.

	“Thank you,” he said. “I’m sorry to impose on you like this. I’ll get out . . .”

	“No, you’re fine. In fact I think you should stay here a couple nights.”

	“Oh?”

	“I’m not leaving you alone with suicidal thoughts.”

	“I’m not suicidal. I was just . . . I plan to keep on fighting even if it is hopeless. I just . . .”

	“Well I’ll tell you how you can start.” She picked up his phone and deposited it in front of him. “This was in your suit. I think you should call Franks right now, let him know where you are and find out what’s happening.”

	Adam eyed the phone with a look of suspicion. Then, before he could have second thoughts, he picked it up.

	A few minutes later he had the rest of the story. The police had dispersed the crowd at the capitol building, sending most of them fleeing. Those arrested at party headquarters were taken just to prevent more people from joining the protest. All of them were released a few hours later without charges being filed.

	Of those that had been on the front line, Officer Bob, Sharon Rose, and Thor were all in the hospital, being treated for tear gas inhalation. Lindberg had been arrested along with a couple dozen others on the capitol grounds. They had not been charged yet and Franks was skeptical they ever would be.

	“Any charges would be minor,” the party lawyer said, “and I doubt the DA would want to bring the case knowing the resources we can marshal in their defense.”

	“Do they really take that kind of thing into consideration?”

	“Of course. DA’s want convictions, it makes them look good. So if getting a conviction is unlikely, for whatever reason, even if it’s because the accused has awesome lawyers, then the DA doesn’t have an incentive to prosecute. That’s American justice.”

	Allen and the deacons, like Adam, had managed to escape the debacle. They, along with Rudy, were back at headquarters now. All of them had been most concerned about where Adam had gotten to.

	“I’m gonna stay here for a few days, lay low,” Adam said.

	“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

	“Maybe not from a legal perspective, but from a political one. Let’s take some time to lick our wounds. Mike, while I’m here keep tabs on what’s happened with Roland and her people, and on Forrestal, if you wound. I wanna know if charges get filed against them. Tell Rudy he’s in charge otherwise. Go ahead and have him tap the party funds if you need money to bail anybody out. I’ll be back on Friday, we’ll go over the whole post-mortem then.”

	For the rest of the day Adam lounged around and played with Ike when he got home from school. They ate a quiet dinner around the long, fancy dinner table.

	That evening he found himself on the couch watching news coverage again, with all the talk focusing on the outcome of yesterday’s election. Among the many indistinguishable shows the cable news channels aired there was one Adam caught that had a segment about him.

	The host, high strung and fast talking, asked his first panel member if this was ‘the end of the tea party?’

	The talking head was one Arthur Mills, familiar to anyone, like Adam, who watched these news shows on a regular basis. He was an old school intellectual conservative, with a staff position at various think tanks, a column in the Washington Post, and a red bow-tie. He threw out ten dollar words every chance he got.

	“I don’t foresee this to be the end of the tea party as a political movement. That I should imagine will be extant for some time to come. More, it is the end of the Tea Party as conceived in the vein of an organized and independent political party that challenges the establishment parties.”

	“You’re referring to the so-called National Tea Party?” the host asked.

	“Was that not obvious?”

	This got a little laugh from the host as he turned to his in-studio guest, a Republican campaign consultant of some form. “So, is this true? Is this the end of the National Tea Party.”

	“Oh, I think it is. Nationwide, they lost half the gains they made in 2010. But I think it’s important to not mistake this for some shift in the electorate. Obama turnout was very big, the electorate looked more like 2008 than 2010, which hurt tea party candidates across the board. But in the case of the independents, the National Tea Party, I think you have to look more to organizational issues. It looks to me like they overreached. They ran way too many candidates this year, they spent a lot of money on a long shot Senate bid in Texas, they spent a lot on some long shot House bids, so I think funding problems and organizational problems really hurt then.”

	“But is an electoral loss like this, is that really a knockout punch?”

	“Not by itself, no, but I think the other thing you have to look at is the people running this organization. Really the National Tea Party is just one man, it’s Adam Hanson, they were always going to live and die by what he brought to the table. When he was on this program last, as I recall, he talked up Romney and how the unskewed polls showed Romney was going to win big. That really doesn’t look good, and now you get this incident your last guest was talking about this morning, with some strange and poorly planned march on the Texas capitol for, I don’t even think we know exactly why. Hanson and his party, they were already regarded as extremists, and these sorts of stunts really just make them look too extreme, and that I think is what the electorate rejected yesterday.”

	“If I, uh,” the voice of Mills broke in from off camera. There was an awkward moment before the shot cut to split screen showing the host and Mills. “If I may interject.”

	“Go ahead, yes.”

	“I agree that Adam Hanson is the sine quo non of the tea party as a sovereign movement independent of the Republican party, and it would purport that their failings ought to be laid at his feet. There are a great many things that can be said against Mr. Hanson, but I would say this one thing for him and that is that he is a true patriot, a true lover of America, and I do not think that is something that can be counterfeited, though nigh every politician of every stripe will try.

	“In my own assessment I would propound that the National Tea Party was undone by a certain provincialism. Democrats and Republicans both have their own intellectual pillars that produce their unique ideas and those,” he laughed here to himself, “the American people may appear apathetic to such things, though I think they care far more for ideas than they are given credit, but in any regard, the intellectual basis of the parties gives them an aura of legitimacy and competence that the National Tea Party in particular, and the tea party movement in general, has found wanting. Adam Hanson is passion incarnate, but wholly lacking in any sense of measure or proportion.”

	When the show went to commercial, Adam turned off the television. Helen, off doing something else, did not disturb him, and so he sat there in the quiet and low light of the front room, staring forward into space.

	



	

Chapter 20

	 

	NEW ORDER

	 

	The ‘Liberty Amendments’ was a vague term used by various groups to refer to their wish lists of constitutional amendments, often including variants of the citizenship and balanced budget amendments already passed. I don’t know what made these amendments more ‘liberty’ in nature than any others.

	Congress approved three of them after the Nationalist wave of Adam’s first reelection, but from there they had languished, gathering state ratifications in a drawn-out slog. The project was not complete until the lame duck session four years later when several New England legislatures ratified the State’s Rights Amendment. Its passage was a major bright spot for Adam, who made it the focus of the opening act in his State of the Union speech.

	For the first time I attended the actual speech, braving a thick January snowstorm and sitting up in the nose-bleed section of the rebuilt House Chamber. There was a lot of standing up and sitting down and applauding that went in to the whole affair, even before the president arrived. Per tradition, he walked in and shook hands with a mob of congressmen from his own party before at last taking the podium, Sherman and Forrestal just behind and above him in their ordained spots.

	“I greet you tonight,” he said, “at the dawn of my third term as president. Before I say anything more, I want to state that I believe it will also be my last term.” Some people, over on the Democratic side, started to applaud. With perfect comedic timing, Adam arched an eyebrow and shot a crooked look in their direction. There was an immediate uproar of laughter that echoed in strange ways through the high-domed roof. “No, no, it’s okay,” Adam said. “Please, applaud that, applaud that. Everybody. That’s a good thing. Everybody.” He reached out with his arms and gestured upward, like a preacher exhorting his congregation to rise. The applause started sporadic before escalating to continuous. “It’s cool. It’s a good thing. We don’t elect presidents for life. Everybody.” Adam started applauding himself, and the entire Congress got to its feet to join him.

	I laughed to myself and shook my head. He could have been president for life with performances like this. He was already off script, yet had broken the ice in a way no assurance that the state of the union was ‘strong’ ever could have. Adam let the ovation die out of its own volition before continuing.

	After some more nods to the Democrats for putting partisanship aside to help pass the State’s Rights Amendment, Adam launched into the heart of his speech. I had been present for the writing of this first part, dealing with his domestic agenda. Unlike in the past we had not had anybody from our congressional caucuses present to hash out the speech. It seemed the actual policies were already decided and the real debate was over presentation. We argued for long hours over this section, rewriting and arguing, trying to find the right tone, the right phrasing, something that captured and explained the issue in a way that took advantage of Adam’s particular style. None of us thought we nailed it and what we settled on was a sort of compromise. Dr. Graham, I knew, was home with his family. I wondered if he was watching now or if, like a superstitious director on opening night, he could not bear to sit with the audience and experience their first reaction.

	One of the big sticking points had been what catchy tag phrase to give our newest initiative. Dr. Graham was big on ‘permanent security.’ He thought it tied together the themes of physical security, energy security, and economic security that had been often discussed in previous campaigns. I found the phrase trite and hyperbolic, and Adam had not warmed to it either.

	The phrase we went with instead was ‘permanent majority.’ “Here I am not speaking of a majority of Nationalists or Democrats,” Adam said, “but a majority of real Americans.” He went on to explain his proposal of providing federal funds, via the Department of Economics, to help Americans move homes. The idea was that, now that states had been freed to set so much of their own laws without federal interference, the American people should be in turn freed to relocate to the state that best suited them, in order to provide the competition needed for the states to act as true ‘laboratories of democracy.’

	This program, in an almost explicit sense, seemed designed to finish the sorting of Americans into partisan strongholds that had been going on for generations. Nobody arguing over the text of the speech beforehand, or listening to the president that night, seemed to regard this as a bad idea. The president himself rhapsodized about how much better off Americans would be when they could find communities that best aligned with their beliefs, whatever those beliefs may be.

	Sitting there during the speech, it seemed to me we had probably over-thought the whole thing. It did not appear to be a hard sell; the idea had wide bipartisan support. By the next day it was almost forgotten, overwhelmed by what followed in the second half. This was the foreign affairs part, the part Fred had helped with and fretted over and bemoaned whenever we were out drinking.

	“Recent military actions by Russia, the occupations of Kazakstan, Uzbekistan, and the Baltic states, invasions of Ukraine, Georgia, and Finland, prove beyond doubt that Russia is not a force for stability and security but one of chaos. Beyond being a threat to fledgling democracies, the kind where the United Democracies encourages development, both economic and political, this aggression is a threat to the stability of world oil and natural gas markets.

	“I believe it is imperative we, as the United States, and with the United Democracies, condemn Russian aggression against these former Soviet satellites. And I believe we must condemn them not just because of the threat they create of a second oil spike and thereby threaten our economy and our way of life, but of the threat such a spike would pose to the world economy, to the aspirations of all peoples, and ultimately the stability and growth of democracies worldwide.”

	It had been right after the election, literally the day after, that Adam had started talking about the brutal Russian invasion and occupation of Finland the previous summer. Given that it was Adam, I should have not been surprised to learn I was not the only one outside the Pentagon paying attention to such things. The Russians had only compounded the situation later in the fall when they aggressively deployed troops into some lawless area of Georgia and several central Asian nations ending in ‘-stan.’ As always they claimed they were intervening as peacekeepers in ongoing civil wars, obfuscating the fact that it was Russian backed forces who started these wars in the first place.

	This time though, the Russians had stumbled into a hornet’s nest of Islamists, which not only impeded those invasions but emboldened resistance movements in the eastern European countries invaded the year before. The situation across Ukraine and the Caucasus and Central Asia was chaotic. In some cases Russian forces were propping up governments against various rebels. Elsewhere Russian forces backed rebel insurgencies against the local government. In the case of Georgia it seemed both of these scenarios were happening at once somehow. It Turkmenistan there was no entity that anybody would construe as a government, so neither scenario quite applied, though there was still plenty of fighting.

	Unable to discern between all the competing factions involved in these wars, most people defaulted to the view that the Russians, having started it all, were the bad guys. It was a view Adam was happy to endorse himself.

	“I firmly believe,” Adam said as his State of the Union Address drew toward its climatic end, “and I hope all of you here in Congress, distinguished guests, and all of you out there tonight in America, I hope you all share my belief, that in the end God rewards those who do the right thing. I believe, in fact I assert, with the full force of my own faith, and with the faith of all freedom-loving Americans, that we must stand against this aggression, using whatever means necessary. Because in the end it is what is right, and I know, without any doubt, that if we do what is right, God will reward us.”

	 

	Among my staff I had long ago coined the term ‘Friday Surprise.’

	“I got the term from October Surprise,” I explained on more than one occasion. “Obviously, an October Surprise is a dramatic event that occurs just before an election and swings the outcome. You know my opinion on the likelihood of that. Well, a Friday Surprise is much worse. They occur late on Friday afternoons, when you’re winding down and getting ready to go home, your mind is on the weekend, and you get a phone call or email with some urgent thing that has just arisen, some disaster or whatever. So your choice is either delay starting the weekend, or head home anyway and leave the emergency unresolved, but of course weighing on your mind until Monday. Neither is a good option.”

	The term also got used in a slightly different context. Dr. Graham was a fan of the ‘Friday Surprise’ that consisted of dropping a big press release late on a Friday afternoon. In Washington such press releases tended to get swallowed by the weekend, perhaps because news rooms also did not want to stay late on Friday, and so received little media attention.

	After the State of the Union, we spent the next several weeks focused on the ongoing fighting around the Russian periphery. The morning political briefings I attended were dominated by polls and models gauging public support for intervention, for military action. That is, when such meetings were not postponed or preempted by a flood of starred uniforms coming over from the Pentagon for another strategy session in the Situation Room.

	It was a Friday, the first warm one of that spring, after yet another week of ouroboros debates on the news streams about how the US should respond to Russian aggression. I was at the office, like my staff ready to go home. That’s when the news broke of events unfolding in New England.

	“What . . . the . . . fuck!?” was Adam’s initial, and at first only, response.

	I found myself in the big south conference room, further from home than when I was getting ready to check out for the day.

	The news streams were reporting on a press release received from an organization calling itself the New England Governors Association. It was led by Christina Wilson, who founded it at the beginning of the year, just after Congress confirmed Adam as the winner of the presidential election. It consisted of the governors of six New England states.

	There was no speech or press conference or spokesman sent out in conjunction with this press release. In a page out of Dr. Graham’s book they dropped the bombshell document and left it at that. The one page document announced that, in all six states, the governors intended to work, through the legislatures and pursuant to their rights under the new State’s Rights Amendment, to repeal, for their states, the VATS act, the Global Security Act, and the Social Contract Act. Agents of the GSA, they declared, would no longer be allowed to operate within their borders.

	“What,” Adam said, “the fuck?!”

	“It sounds like they are within their rights,” Manny said.

	“Assuming all of this passes their legislatures,” Rudy added.

	There were some heads turned my way. “All of the New England state legislatures went heavily Democratic in the last election. I’m pretty sure all but maybe New Hampshire have the two-thirds majority they need.”

	“They’re free to do this, if they want,” Manny said to the president.

	“No they aren’t.” We all just stared at him, waiting for something, but in response got nothing but a disgusted, disheveled gaze. “Get me Franks. Get him over here right now. We need to discuss this. This is, this is not what the State’s Rights Amendment was passed for, this is a clear violation of federal law.”

	I confirmed that all six New England states had the super-majority necessary to overturn acts of Congress, as allowed by the thirty-first amendment. We watched some more of the news coverage as talking heads yelled at each other over the foolishness or brilliance of the move. Then the new attorney general, just confirmed a week earlier, along with several beleaguered staffers, rushed into the conference room.

	“Mr. President,” Franks said, wiping sweat off his forehead as he took a seat.

	There was a lull while everyone shuffled around and got seated. Then Adam turned to his oldest law advisor and said, “What the fuck!?”

	“I, uh, I just got here, sir.”

	“Have you seen this?” He pointed to the television.

	“The New England governors? Yes, sir. As far as I can tell they are within their rights to hold these votes.”

	“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me. That’s not why the amendment was passed. It was passed . . .”

	“So states could overturn the Civil Rights Act and Roe versus Wade and Lawrence versus Texas and all that, yes, sir, I know, but . . .”

	“The amendment was passed so states could set their own standards!”

	“I know, yes, sir, but, we’ll double check,” Franks turned to nod to an aide of his, clearly a delaying tactic as he struggled to get a grip on the meeting, “but I’m pretty confident that these states are within their rights. The wording of the amendment specifies very few exceptions, so I don’t think we can stop this.”

	“What were the exceptions?”

	“I, um, I’d have to look, um, martial law was one . . .”

	“Martial law and matters of national defense,” Adam said. “Perhaps more, I don’t remember them all either, but national fucking defense! What do they fucking think the Global Security Agency is?”

	“That’s, uh, well, it’s up to interpretation. They could argue it just means the armed forces.”

	“Either way that wouldn’t apply to the other acts they mentioned, right?” Rudy asked.

	“No, not at all.”

	Adam looked about to respond but paused instead, then leaned back in his chair. The rest of us just waited.

	       “Well, look into it, Mike,” he said to his attorney general. “The GSA should not be withdrawn from anywhere under any circumstances without my say so.” He tapped a fist on the table a few times, staring straight ahead. “Look into it.”

	A few days later we were back in the same conference room hearing Frank’s follow up report. “This is all a giant mess,” he said. “This is why I opposed this amendment, Mr. President, it’s a legal nightmare.”

	“What is the issue, Mike?”

	“Well, first off, I believe you are correct, the state legislatures cannot overrule matters of national security. The problem is there is no way to enforce that. Even if we sued to block this law, or, let me start over. We sue the states over their legislative acts that overturn the Global Security Act. That suit gets to the Supreme Court, who sides with us. But after that their legislatures have the right, because of this thirty-first amendment, to turn around and overrule that Supreme Court ruling, bringing us right back to where we started. I said this was a problem when the amendment was proposed. Checks and balances cannot be paper-rock-scissors. You end up in a circle, there’s no way to get a final ruling.”

	Adam seemed lost in thought. As the attorney general finished, the president turned to him with a hard stare. “No way to enforce it? Fuck that, I’ll declare martial law, have these fuckers arrested. See them overrule me then.”

	“That would be illegal, sir. If they have lawfully overruled the Global Security Act, we do not have the power to order martial law . . .”

	“Don’t be fucking ridiculous, Mike, of course I have the power . . .”

	“Mr. President,” I said, “I have to right now advise against this course of action.” Part of my statement was overrun with shouting, so I paused to make sure I was not just adding to the maelstrom. “Moving against these states would destroy our approval ratings. There is a very solid majority out there that supports these states’ rights to do what they’re doing.”

	Now I was the recipient of Adam’s glare. Staring him down felt like a little too much, so I avoided direct eye contact, but I also said nothing, foregoing some stammered equivocation that would have weakened my statement.

	I was quite glad to have Fred sitting next to me, because he chose that moment to jump in. “Sam is right, Mr. President. If you were to do this, right now, declare martial law and try to take federal control in these states, than . . . that’s your whole third term, right there. Forget the permanent majority, all these other initiatives we’ve been talking about, we’ll be spending our entire time dealing with this situation, this whole legal, political, constitutional mess, and nothing else.”

	This got Fred the same glare, but he had the presence of mind to follow my lead and just leave this statement hanging out there in the now silent room.

	“There are other options, Mr. President,” Rudy said, “instead of declaring martial law.”

	“I’m listening.”

	“We still control the budget process. We could cut off these states completely, not just from the block grants but any federal funding.”

	“Go on.”

	Rudy looked about for someone to expand his idea. It was Cassie, sitting next to me, who took the opportunity. “If we’re talking about not just the state governments but local companies and individual people living within the states, than there are energy and electricity subsidies they receive, agriculture subsidies, defense contract subsidies, people on social security and Medicare.”

	The president grinned. “Of course. Good thinking. Franks, thank you for going over all this. Manny, schedule a meeting with Bishen, I want to go ahead and submit next year’s budget proposal early. We’ll zero out any spending of any kind in these renegade states.” As he spoke he nodded to himself, his grin getting wider. “I like this. A little political hardball. We may yet beat Governor Wilson at her own game.”

	When the budget proposal was released to Congress two weeks later, it garnered an unexpected reaction. Rather than rise to debate, the New England congressional delegation walked out. They left the Capitol building, left their offices, left the city, took their ball and went home. A few days later they held a press conference in Boston with Governor Wilson and the New England Governors Association. They announced, in so many words, that as long as President Hanson continued his tyranny they would not be part of his rubber stamp congress. Instead they would work to ensure the success and continued prosperity of their home states.

	The delegation was applauded back home, which is what counts for any congressman, even as they were reviled on the news streams.

	Adam’s moods shifted like the stock market. After elation at the clever idea of sticking it to these states with the budget, he veered back to irate over their insubordination. His tirades interrupted, derailed, or just displaced altogether several meetings over the course of a few days. He threatened imposing martial law, sending in the National Guard to restore order. He threatened arresting the lot of them, governors, legislators, congressmen.

	His anger reached its zenith a week later when the withdrawn congressmen met again in Boston. In a half-mocking sort of way they gathered in a hotel and convention center not dissimilar to the one in Philadelphia where Congress withdrew after The Event. Here this self-proclaimed ‘congress-in-exile’ passed a series of resolutions. By unanimous votes they condemned the ‘crimes’ of the Hanson administration, called for investigations of most of his cabinet, subpoenaed various administration officials to answer for these ‘crimes,’ and drafted articles of impeachment for the president himself.

	News streams treated the whole escapade as farce. I could not tell if the congressmen themselves were sincere in what they did, or if it was all just a bit of performance art protest. They all had shit-eating grins when they held a press conference in which they announced the formation of their new ‘congress.’

	Over the coming weeks they continued to meet and began to vote on things other than empty gestures. Their next series of resolutions were proposals, to be sent to the individual states for approval, calling for the expansion of the New England Governors Association into a more extensive interstate compact. Their resolutions creation of such things as an interstate treasury, funded by an income and a carbon tax, that would pay for certain social welfare programs; a merger of various departments, left to the states by the Trickle Down Act, into interstate versions controlled by the interstate compact; and an interstate marshal agency, to take the place of the GSA. This last resolution carried with it the heavy implication that these marshals would also exist to ensure the GSA, or similar federal agents, were to be kept out of this new state association. By force, if necessary.

	With the election and State of the Union over, I was not spending as much time at the White House. Instead I had been reacquainting myself with my old haunts: my office with broken air-conditioning, my favorite bar/Asian place, my couch.

	Like Adam, I was starting to think of my own future. Did I have a plan after this? Would I keep working for the party? Sherman or Rose or Forrestal or any of several others could run for president in 2040. Would any of them want me along if they did? If I left political consulting, where would I go? Could I retire? As nice as retirement sounded, it also sounded terrifying. I often did not know what to do with myself already.

	I checked the time. I had a meeting with the president and his economic committee later that evening. It had been rescheduled three times now, and I had little faith in it going off tonight. Either way I still had several hours.

	I got dressed and wandered down to the bar. A bunch of the other regulars were embroiled in a discussion about some epic movie they had just come from, some manner of adaptation of Asimov’s Foundation trilogy, or one in that series. I realized listening to them how out of touch I was with movies without hearing about them from my wife. Apparently, this version featured a large scale galactic war as its centerpiece. It sounded like something developed by a focus group.

	As I sat there nursing some sort of amaretto and bourbon concoction, I realized I was drinking a pre-meeting cocktail. I realized I could not remember the last time I went to a White House meeting without first stopping off for a pre-meeting cocktail. At that moment I decided I was going to retire along with Adam. Whatever else happened, once he stepped down I was leaving Washington and politics.

	For the rest of the time I was there I imagined the tidy sum I might collect by selling my company and the wondrous beaches I might sit on afterward. Or just the high rise patio with the nice ocean view I might sit on. That would be good enough. It was time to go.

	At the White House I found that a cabinet meeting scheduled to end three hours earlier was still ongoing. I would find out later that the debate over the Russian situation had reached its acrimonious apex. At present, I was only there to see the principles come streaming out, still arguing. The president walked next to Secretary Ruben, who was at his most animated.

	“Mr. President, stop, stop. Yes, I get it, but you still haven’t addressed the biggest problem. The only reason the Russians are doing this is because you gave them a green light two years ago. They have an agreement in writing that says we will not interfere in their near abroad.”

	“That is bullshit and you know it,” Adam said. “That agreement is meaningless.”

	“No, sir, no, it’s not meaningless. They’re acting on it. It’s not meaningless to them.”

	“It has no legal weight. If I wrote down on a fucking piece of paper that it’s okay for me to start robbing people, does that make it okay? That agreement is meaningless. It was extracted under duress. It was . . .”

	“What?! Duress? Sir, that doesn’t make any sense, how was that under duress?”

	“We were being threatened by a nuclear armed Iran! I was defending this country against a nuclear terrorist state and the Russians chose to take advantage of that to blackmail us into an illegal agreement. Moreover, I should add, moreover, as an undemocratic kleptocracy, we are not bound to respect any agreement with them under any circumstances. Stop with the fucking agreement already, it’s meaningless.”

	“Will it be meaningless when they reveal it to the world?” Ruben asked.

	“They’re not going to do that. They have too much to lose.”

	“They have nothing to lose if we threaten to attack them.”

	“Of course they do, they have everything to lose. These dictators don’t think in the same terms as us, Mr. Ruben. Yuletin has been claiming ever since he started these adventures that he was acting to protect ethnic Russians or whatever in defiance of the west. His whole shtick, his whole grip on power is predicated on his image as the strong man that stands up to the big bad USA.”

	Adam stopped and turned to face his secretary of state. “If Yuletin reveals this agreement, it makes him look like he had to get our permission to act. Which, as you keep pointing out, he did! He only acted because he had our permission. If he reveals that, he looks weak in front of his generals, and they all look weak in front of the Russian people. Revealing that agreement makes us look bad for a news cycle. It undermines his entire claim to legitimacy. They won’t reveal it. Ever.”

	With an effort of will Ruben managed to keep his voice calm as he answered. “He’ll have nothing to lose if we’re threatening to topple his government.”

	“By that logic, both the Ayatollahs and Saddam Hussein would have given up and stepped down rather than invite an American invasion. These guys fear their own people and their own cronies more than us, right up until the point where it’s too late and we’re already occupying their cities.”

	“Mr. President this is insane. You honestly think the Russians won’t use everything in their arsenal to stop an American intervention?”

	“Okay, Mr. Ruben, enough. I don’t expect my plans to be understood by everyone in the cabinet, but I at least expect them to follow through. Ulysses is go. Make it happen!”

	For emphasis Adam grabbed the secretary by the shoulders as he made this last statement, reaching up to shake the taller man. Then the president spun away and headed into the Oval Office.

	As Ruben stormed out, I realized Fred was standing next to me at the entrance to the anteroom, also eavesdropping on this conversation. We turned to each other.

	“Ulysses?” I asked.

	“Operation Ulysses, formerly Operation Terminator.”

	“Really? Who comes up these names?”

	“Who do you think? Operation Ulysses I assume is named after Ulysses S. Grant.”

	“But what is it?”

	Fred glanced around at the room. “Operation Terminator was a paper study of a large scale autonomous drone attack on the Russian satellite nations and Russia proper.”

	“Seriously?”

	“That’s what it is.”

	“This is really happening?”

	“Before today it was just a study,” Fred said. “But you heard the president. Ulysses is go.”

	“We’re talking about a direct engagement with Russian troops in Russia?”

	“That was one scenario outlined in the original study.”

	“You’re avoiding my question.”

	“I learned from the best.” Fred turned to give me a wan smile. “The objective of Operation Ulysses is to drive out Russian military forces from surrounding states. It includes further options for operations carried out inside Russia itself in order to degrade or neutralize further war fighting capability. So yes, a direct engagement.”

	I glanced toward the Oval Office again. From what I could see through the doorway, Adam was involved with Manny and some military aides, no doubt having latched on to something during the cabinet meeting and now unwilling to let it go until they hashed out the details. I felt confident my meeting was going to be postponed.

	“Is this a good idea?” I asked Fred.

	“It’s no less crazy than what the president has already accomplished.”

	“You sure? It seems like we keep taking on bigger and bigger opponents.”

	“Yeah, but we keep leveling up too.”

	I gave him a sidelong stare. “You’ve been spending too much time with the president.”

	“You’re one to talk. Either way I can’t argue with the president’s points. I have no reason to believe Ulysses won’t work.”

	Our gazes both drifted toward the Oval Office. We stood in silence, listening to the low murmur and occasional quick bursts emanating from the meeting therein.

	“Ha!” I heard Adam’s voice break for a moment into an audible level, his tone now jovial, his mood ebullient. “Ruben keeps talking about the condemnation from Europe this’ll draw. When they see Ulysses they won’t be able to condemn us. They’ll be speechless.”

	 

	The first volley of Operation Ulysses came at the opening of spring and occurred at the negotiating table. Adam jetted off to the big United Democracies conference in Tokyo to discuss the escalating crisis of a renewed Russian offensive in Central Asia.

	Japan and Australia were onboard for Adam’s resolution authorizing military force in defense of some of the states under Russian assault, but the actual United Democracies Security Council was reticent. I had a late afternoon buzz going and a plan not to go in to the office at all tomorrow in hopes of avoiding another Friday surprise. It didn’t work.

	The second volley came in San Francisco. This was when I learned about something called the ‘Xnet,’ another fad I had been oblivious to. It was some kind of California based network that hijacked wireless signals and the big data streams of major content providers, utilizing them to sneak in data packets that would circumvent GSA web monitors. Xnet was a gathering space for every anti-Adam group: environmentalists demanding an end to coal and nuclear plants, liberals demanding an end to police surveillance drones, socialists demanding an end to VATS, and all of them demanding a halt to this confrontation with Russia.

	That Friday, students and Xnet users held a giant, permit-less concert in some San Francisco park. Their chant of choice was ‘don’t trust anyone over twenty-five’ (because twenty-five was the new thirty?). The whole thing got broken up when drones dumped tear gas on the crowd. That, however, just served to escalate things the next morning, when even bigger crowds showed up for protests in multiple west coast cities.

	A video feed, taken from a rotor drone hovering above the San Francisco Civic Center, told the tale from there. A phalanx of officers in riot gear advanced, supported by a loose line of what they called ‘Warthogs.’ These were unmanned rover drones similar to the small ‘wolf’ tanks used by the US Army, but outfitted with crowd control weapons.

	Arrayed against the police line were protestors wearing gas masks or do-rags wrapped around their faces, to fight off tear gas, with tin foil or chainmail style shirts meant to reflect the microwaves ‘Active Denial Systems’ the police used, and with heavy-duty earphones to counter the sound based crowd control weapons. Though, it was my understanding, the sound weapons did not work this way. Regardless, the protestors ended up looking rather ridiculous.

	The light humor of the situation was dispelled when a group broke from the crowd to charge the police. The crowd had been standing its ground against the advancing phalanx, but the policemen still seemed taken by surprise at this sudden surge. The protestors slammed into their line, knocking over several cops. This, it appeared, inspired others to charge as well. From there it was bedlam.

	Sixteen hours later, I was back in the White House with Adam. The ongoing United Democracies conference was left to Ruben. We were involved in a more important meeting with the whole national security team and domestic teams present. The president was talking fast, throwing around names and numbers off the top of his head, outlining the deployment of National Guard troops to the cities hosting the recent protests.

	Somewhere into the midst of this, Franks managed to ask Adam the question several of us were pondering in our groggy states. “Are we declaring martial law, then?”

	“Yes of course, I went over that!”

	“But . . . under what authority?”

	“The Global Security Act! Is anybody here fucking listening to me?!”

	“I’m sorry, Mr. President, but, I don’t follow. The GSA only allows for declaration of martial law in the event of an imminent threat . . .”

	“This is an imminent threat! Good God is nobody paying attention? By Monday these states will be giving in to these agitator’s demands. They’ll start overruling laws the same way they did in New England. It’ll be another fucking legal mess, to say nothing of borderline treason. They essentially want to secede from the Union. This is an existential threat to the United States no less than the situation in 1861. You know Lincoln sent federal troops into Baltimore to prevent Maryland from seceding. They declared martial law then too.

	Adam heaved a giant breath as he looked around the room at us all. “I am doing nothing more now than what was done then to preserve the union, and in fact I have more legal authority than they did because I’m acting under the authority of a duly passed law of Congress. I am going to squash this threat before it spreads any further. Since none of the legislatures will meet again until Monday it’s imperative this all happen tomorrow.”

	By tomorrow he meant today, since it was almost four in the morning by this point. As the meeting, or the Adam diatribe as it had devolved into, pressed on without end, I found myself wondering why Bowden and Brooks, the ranking members of the joint chiefs, or for that matter Defense Secretary Epstein, were present at this meeting. As I struggled to keep up with Adam, the reason dawned on me.

	“Are we using regular army units as part of this operation?” I blurted out the question during a brief lull. The room went silent as everyone stared at me. I regretted the previous evening’s pre-meeting cocktails. I said nothing more, looking around and doing my best to meet the oncoming stares.

	“That is a good question,” Dr. Graham said. “Isn’t there some law against using regular army forces for police actions like this?”

	After another stretched silence, the attorney general provided an answer. “Posse-Comitatus was overturned by the Global Security Act.”

	“Still, most people probably don’t realize that. The optics of deploying regular army troops here aren’t good.”

	“We have to use these units,” Adam said. “Deploying solely National Guard forces would mean rearranging our force standing in Asia and delaying Operation Ulysses.”

	“The 101st Airborne has extensive experience in urban occupations,” General Bowden said. “They’re well suited for this sort of operation.”

	“All the same, Mr. President,” Dr. Graham said, “perhaps we should consider a delay in Ulysses. A heavy-handed approach against these protests gives more talking points to the Democrats.”

	“I don’t fucking care. Absolutely not. Every day the Russian invasions go unchecked, there is the threat of a second oil spike. If I look a little rough while I’m preventing the kleptocrats from bringing this country to its knees, so be it. Spin it as a means to provide relief to the National Guard, get some units cycled home sooner or something like that, but under no circumstances am I delaying Ulysses any further.”

	When the meeting at last broke up, the first rays of morning were shining into the White House windows. I staggered toward the exit, unable to remember or care about the final conclusions the whole conference had reached. I was intercepted in a hallway by Fred. We looked at each other as if in a mirror. I knew my eyes must be as bloodshot as his, my stubble as rough, my hair as disheveled. Both of us stood there for a moment in silent acknowledgment.

	Fred turned, and I noticed he had some military officers trailing him. Foremost among them was Admiral Card, the naval representative on the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Right behind him was General Bryan W. Livingston, commander of the First Armored Division, whom I had met during the junket to Fallujah for the signing of the Arab League accords. He was a short and nondescript man I would not have remembered except for his awesome name.

	“Mr. Adder,” the admiral said. “May we speak with you?”

	“I, uh, sure.”

	Without further comment, I was pulled into a side hall with the three of them. Fred stood a ways back and turned away while the two men in uniform cornered me.

	“Mr. Adder. We . . . we understand you are one of the president’s closest confidants.”

	“That’s,” I glanced over at Fred, “maybe a little exaggerated, but sure, okay.”

	“This operation,” Livingston said. “Ulysses. It’s a bluff, right?”

	“I can honestly say I have never known the president to bluff.”

	“That’s what I told them.” Fred inserted the remark sidelong without turning toward us.

	“You really think he intends to go through with it?” Card asked. “To actually launch this invasion if Russia doesn’t give in to his ultimatum?”

	“I’m . . . I don’t know why you’re asking me, but my guess would be yes, he will follow through on whatever threat he makes.”

	“We’re asking you because none of us are convincing,” Livingston said. “The rest of the Joint Chiefs are gung-ho. Epstein knows the problem but he’s just a yes-man. Ruben is too worried about glorifying himself and covering his own ass to do anything.”

	“I, uh, what exactly is the problem?”

	“You do realize what’s at stake here, right? Ulysses means nothing less than a direct military confrontation between the United States and Russia.”

	“The threat of nuclear conflict didn’t disappear at the end of the Cold War,” Card said, leaving me a little agitated at being subjected to this military cliche.

	I shook my head, trying to focus. “Everyone was worried about a nuclear conflict when we went into Iran too.”

	“Iran didn’t have ICBMs. Mr. Adder, once Ulysses is launched, there will be nothing we can do to prevent it from escalating.”

	As they talked, the officers became more excited, inching ever closer to me. I realized that my back was pressed against the wall and they were getting in to my personal space. “Okay,” I said, holding up my hands and getting them to ease back. “Okay, you’ve convinced me, the world will end. What do you want me to do about it?”

	“You have to talk to the president. He won’t listen to us.”

	“Why would he listen to me?”

	“Because you’re his prophet. His motherfucking sorcerer. He trusts you.”

	“He trusts me because I tell him the truth.”

	“So tell him the truth,” Livingston said, “about what could happen if we attack Russia.”

	“But he knows that already. You guys don’t get it, he knows what might happen. He’s a gambler and he’s not bluffing.”

	This got them exchanging glances, looking to Fred, checking if anybody was listening out in the main hall. “You’re saying the president is willing to engage in a nuclear war . . .”

	“The president knows what his objectives are and he’s not going to let hypothetical considerations stop him.”

	“So . . . that’s it then?”

	“Well, guys, really, what are the actual chances of this happening? Fred?”

	“Me?” Fred seemed to come out of a daze.

	“Yeah. What do you think? Is this really going to start a nuclear war?”

	“It could. It’s war, anything could happen.”

	“Why don’t you guys have Fred talk to the president? He’s just as close.”

	“Because,” Livingston glanced sidelong at Fred, “he doesn’t believe us.”

	“Oh?” I turned to Fred.

	“I don’t believe it’ll come to nuclear war. Adam is right, their missiles are ancient, none of the launch crews have any motivation to destroy the world for the Yuletin regime, and the missile defense screen can take care of anything less. I can’t argue with any of that.”

	“So there’s no chance of this becoming a nuclear war?” I asked.

	“Come on, Sam, you always know there’s some chance. Anything is possible. I’m just, I can see the president has a point, it’s not a likely scenario. And . . . you know, Sam, if I’m not totally convinced myself, how am I ever gonna convince the president.”

	I drew a deep breath to summon whatever reserves I had left. “I’ll try talking to him. But if Fred doesn’t think it’s likely, then I don’t think so either, and he’s right, it’s gonna take a lot more then uneasiness to dissuade the president.”

	“You do whatever you think is best, Mr. Adder,” Livingston said. “Just make sure that if we do end up exchanging thermonuclear tipped missiles that you’re not huddled in some bunker wishing you’d done more to prevent it.”

	 

	Drones and armored transports were on the streets of several Pacific coast cities by Sunday evening. They dispersed the protestors with sonic weapons and microwave weapons and threats.

	Monday, the drones remained, patrolling the streets to prevent the protestors from returning. Adam vowed in a Rose Garden press conference not to have a repeat of the deadly New York riots.

	Tuesday, the big conference in Tokyo concluded. Although he looked anything but triumphant as he pushed out through a mob of cameras, Ruben had accomplished his mission. The Security Council voted in favor of a resolution calling for Russian withdrawal from its occupied territories and authorizing military action if Russia did not comply. Later that same day, Yuletin issued his own statement on Russian television. In this, he laughed, a literal, hearty, belly laugh whose genuineness I could not discern, at what he called ‘American bluster and bombast’ and reiterated his claims of American imperialism and ungratefulness for his own war against Islamists ‘who surely would be fighting American troops if they were not fighting Russians.’

	Wednesday, there was a sprawling conference consisting of the whole domestic policy team. Adam spoke at length to Attorney General Franks.

	“Mike, ever since you first came up to me after my Ten Principles speech and all but asked for a job, you’ve been the only lawyer I trust. I’d like you to oversee administration of the areas under martial law.”

	“Doesn’t martial law literally mean someone from the military is in charge?”

	“It’s martial law as defined in the Security Act, you know that. It’s still important to have civilian oversight. Just like I asked Popovich to take charge in New York, I’m asking you and your department to oversee this operation.”

	“I, uh . . .”

	“Is that going to be a problem?”

	“No, sir, it just sounds like a full time job. Did you not want me to stay on at Justice?”

	“No, no,” Adam shook his head. “I see you overseeing this from your current position in the Department of Justice. Feel free to tap your own people, whoever you think is most appropriate, to help run the operation. Organize it however you think best. We’ll get a line item for it in the budget proposal.”

	“I, well, okay then, I will do that ,sir.”

	“Make sure you work with Director Hemming as well to keep any further attempts at an uprising under control.”

	Franks shot a glance down the table at Hemming. Her own face was passive, her thoughts obscured as if by a cloud. I noticed, for a second, a sneer from Franks. Then this passed and he turned back to Adam. “Yes, sir.”

	As this meeting dragged on and veered into tangents about the budget and the Social Contract Act expansion, I leaned over to whisper to Manny. “What is next on the president’s schedule?”

	Manny checked his notebook. “Another meeting with the Joint Chiefs.”

	I nodded to myself. “At some point in the near future I need to get on his calendar. Just fifteen minutes or so. I’ve got poll numbers I’d like him to see.”

	“Is this related to the economic projections?”

	“No, it’s related to the situation with Russia.”

	As soon as he heard that, Manny was nodding and swiping things around on his notebook screen, rearranging the icons representing meetings. “He can fit you on Monday.”

	 

	Planning for Operation Ulysses went on without relent. I was glad I was not involved. The updates from Fred made the operation sound terrifying in scope. The meetings themselves sounded like sprawling diatribes, without agendas and goals, in which Adam veered between subjects, shot out off the cuff questions, pursued tangents, and in the end laid down a dozen or so commands on a dozen different, almost unrelated, topics.

	“I prefer,” Fred said to me at one point, “to think of it as a holistic process.”

	Domestic policy meetings always got postponed and pushed back and ended up occurring at random weekend hours. It was a Sunday, in the late afternoon, just as a Nationalist headquarters strategy session with our congressional leaders was breaking up, that Manny got a text that stopped him in his tracks.

	Adam was still in his seat, looking over something on a notebook. He was absorbed in the reading, not looking up as he got to his feet and started to turn for the exit. He almost ran right into his chief of staff.

	“Mr. President,” Manny said. “You’re going to want to see this.”

	Manny passed his mobile over to Adam, who took it in one hand without looking at it, still focused on his notebook. By now those of us still in the room were all staring. At last Adam’s attention transferred over to the text message. As he read, the notebook slipped from his hand and crashed to the floor. Adam himself staggered backwards, almost tripped over his seat, then negotiated himself with an unsteady arm back to a sitting position.

	“My God,” he said. “What has he done?”

	We were rushing in a motorcade back to the White House by the time someone even said out loud what the issue was.

	“Chairman Hubert drove to Boston last night,” Schwartz said to me when I asked. “He’s been arrested.”

	At the White House there was a general state of chaos. Rudy’s depty, Alex Badillo, arrived covered in sweat, but had nothing to report. He had last seen his boss on Friday and had not heard him speak of any weekend plans. Meanwhile, Rudy’s younger sister, Alicia Hubert, chairman of the Nationalist party Texas branch, was put on a conference call, but she had not spoken to her brother since earlier that week and had no knowledge of any grand plans.

	“Should we contact the governor’s office in Massachusetts?” Manny asked.

	“No! Of course not! Why would we, they wouldn’t tell us the truth anyway! Get me somebody who knows something!”

	Except nobody knew anything. We spent the afternoon going in circles, trying to find somebody who had seen Rudy since Friday. It was another moment of low comedy. We sat there with the machinery and power of the greatest nation on Earth at our disposal and we found ourselves calling around to people as if we were wondering why a buddy had not met us for drinks the other night.

	Manny at last got in contact with Director Hemming, who told him she did not have any agents within New England, in conformance with the law of those states. Manny said he understood and asked her if she knew anything of the fate of Rudy Hubert, perhaps picked up in a side conversation with some non-agents she knew who happened to have been in the Boston area. She said she would ask around and see.

	As the afternoon wore on, Adam shifted from a state of surprise to anger. “What the fuck was he thinking? What was this supposed to accomplish?!”

	I got to read the message Rudy sent, which made it all too clear what he was thinking. It was an email, written days before and set up not to be sent until today, addressed to Manny but written directly to Adam. In it he said he was going to Boston as an unofficial envoy, to meet with Governor Wilson and come to some kind of amicable, negotiated solution to the uncertain, ill-defined state of affairs that existed between the New England states and the federal government.

	‘I did not inform you,’ Rudy wrote to the president, ‘so that none of this would reflect badly on the administration. If I fail and they arrest me you can tell everybody I don’t represent the administration and that I went crazy. Hopefully that won’t happen and I can get a meeting and open a dialogue with Governor Wilson that’ll get this whole situation resolved.’

	“He’s thrown in with the fucking traitors!” Adam said as he became more irritated and less charitable in the smoldering heat of the afternoon.

	“What a grand and stupid gesture,” Fred said to me after reading the email himself, summing up the whole incident better than anyone.

	It was not until late that evening that we got official word. It was the Connecticut state attorney general who released a brief press statement saying that Rudy Hubert, one of those charged in abetting the illegal activities of the Hanson administration, had been taken into custody. He was to be transferred to Boston to face charges, in pursuant to resolutions adopted by the New England Interstate Compact.

	Dr. Graham and I had a late night with the president concocting our own press release. He followed the advice Rudy left in his own message.

	‘Chairman Hubert has for some time been taking various psychotropic synthetic medications, predominately antidepressants, as prescribed by his family doctor. This was kept secret from the party administration out of respect for his privacy. Unfortunately, we fear that a lapse in his medication, for as of yet unknown reasons, may have caused him to pursue this ill-conceived course of action.’

	Over the next few weeks other details emerged. It was the kind of stuff that made for great traffic on the various gossip streams. It started the weekend before, when Rudy went out to some junkyard in the sprawling outer ring of DC. There, he purchased an old, non-automated car, of the kind built before automation was standard on every vehicle. He tooled around in it, made sure it worked and he could drive the thing. Then, the next Saturday, he left home late in the evening, telling his wife he had to go in to work for a little while.

	Rudy got in his old beater and drove north. He used less traveled routes, swinging through Pennsylvania to avoid the New Jersey and New York City checkpoints altogether. He entered New York state on the eighty-four, passing through a National Guard border checkpoint using his Nationalist party ID card and a story about working on a special assignment for the president. From there he started onto backwoods roads, becoming lost several times but avoiding all the internal checkpoints. After hours of aimless wanderings down dead ends he stopped and got directions at some old homestead turned hotel on the Hudson.

	In the predawn hours, Rudy crossed the border into Connecticut. He got back to the interstate and made it as far as the outskirts of Hartford. There he was flagged by traffic monitoring software, which picked out his non-automated car with Virginia plates. A dispatcher, going through the flagged items from the monitor-AI, ran the plates and found the vehicle registered to a Rudy Hubert. While not recognizing the name, the dispatcher did plug it into a state database and found there was an outstanding warrant. A patrol officer in the area was dispatched, who pulled over Rudy and arrested him without incident.

	“It’s a giant legal mess,” Franks said to Adam in an Oval Office meeting. “It’s going to take the courts years to sort this out.”

	“What can we do right now though?”

	“I can’t do anything.”

	“Why not?”

	“Okay, first off, as the attorney general now, I should not be acting as a defense attorney for the administration. You’re gonna need to get whatever law firm the party retains, they’re the ones you should be talking to about this.”

	“Contacting the party lawyers,” Adam slammed a fist on the table. “Why, that sounds like a job to delegate to my party chairman. Oh, wait, he’s the one who fucking got arrested.”

	“Well, yes, but obviously . . .”

	“I know, I know. I’ll have Manny the younger look in to it.”

	“I can’t imagine they can make these charges stick,” Franks said. “This is a law drafted in a different state from where the supposed crime was committed, after the crime was committed.”

	“I thought the crime was just being part of my administration.”

	“Yeah, well, that’s just it, the whole nature of the charges is vague, they talk about crimes against humanity without ever defining what they mean. If they really go after that, they risk defining it too broadly, but then again if the state legislature is out to get us they can pass whatever laws they like and just overturn anything we do at a higher level to block them. Like I said it’s one big mess. I don’t know how they’re ever gonna sort this out.”

	Adam turned to look out the big window behind his desk. He admired the Rose Garden for a few silent moments, then shook his head. “That fool. What was he thinking?”

	“It’s ironic,” Franks said, “that this whole legal nightmare we find ourselves in is exactly what Rudy wanted to avoid by opening up negotiations.”

	The weekend after Rudy’s strange drive, several of us old party members, myself, the Grahams, Franks, Senator Rose, the Badillo brothers, joined the president and first lady in paying a visit to Nina Hubert. My memories of the tall brunette were all of more pleasant times, Christmas at the Eyrie or inauguration balls. It was disconcerting to see her verging on tears in the grand room of the Hubert’s impeccable house.

	“I’m not going to let them get away with this,” Adam told her, sitting next to her on the big white couch. “I promise. I’ll get your husband returned to you.”

	She stared at him, meeting his gaze in a way few could, her eyes watery pools yet the actual flow of tears held back by some exertion of telekinesis and will.

	“You know,” Adam said, “I don’t know if I ever told you this. When I was a kid, high school, I had a friend who was, he was my best friend, because he was one of those few people that, you know, that when you talk to them, about whatever, they really seem to be listening, not just waiting for their turn to talk. Rudy was like that. Is like that. We’ll get him back.”

	Nina sat up and squared her shoulders. When she spoke it was in a flat tone, as if her voice was walking a balance beam, in danger of falling back into sobs. “You say that now, Mr. President. But why do I keep hearing on the news that my husband was a lunatic?”

	Silence fell around the room. It was Dr. Graham who stepped forward. “Was your husband not taking synthetic antidepressants?”

	“He took Zonus. Millions of people take Zonus! The news makes it sound like he’s some psychotic madman!”

	“It’s. . . it’s politics,” the doctor said. “We can’t be seen as endorsing negotiations with these people, even unofficially, it’s not . . .”

	He started to reach toward her, but she flinched and caused him to stop short. “Rudy was every ideal you talk about! He was loyal and self-sacrificing. He went up there on his own, with nothing to protect him, because he thought it was best for you and, and best for his country. And in return you tell everybody he’s insane and disown him!”

	Before we came to the Hubert’s house Dr. Graham had toyed with the idea of having some kind of reporters or cameras on hand, of turning it into some kind of publicity thing. Adam had squashed that notion into oblivion. This was meant to be a personal visit. It was obvious now, in the ensuing awkward silence, that his instincts on that point were correct.

	“Is it not enough,” Adam said in a slow voice without looking up at Nina, “that I have come here today? That I’m doing everything I can to get your husband released? Is that not enough for you?”

	 

	Even before martial law was declared on the west coast, I had begun to suspect the Analytics Society was feeding me false data. As Silicon Valley based tech-people, it seemed certain they were involved in the anti-Nationalist ‘Xnet’ movement I kept hearing about. The estimates they were giving me for the size of the anti-war movement just did not correlate with my own polling. I began to wonder if they were feeding false information to the GSA, their most prominent client, as well. I decided not to say anything about it.

	Regardless, their data made for a solid presentation. I showed it to the president in a late afternoon Oval Office meeting, the sun burning low and casting long shadows across Manny and myself, the only other two in the room.

	“There’s a lot of worry out there over what could happen,” I said. “These are proxy numbers, but our best estimate is a majority of Americans have major concerns about sparking a nuclear exchange. My own polling shows more generally that they think we’re taking on more than we can handle.”

	“We can handle it Sam,” the president said, “believe me. The current armed forces position is maintaining a capability to fight wars on two fronts, which we aren’t even doing since there’s no fighting to speak of in the Arab League states.”

	“Fair enough, sir, but what about the nuclear concern? That frightens a lot of people, even if it’s an irrational concern. If the American people aren’t reassured this won’t go nuclear, they could be quick to turn against any military action, especially if there’s any kind of setback.” I wanted to say something more, to have some concise line that struck home whatever point I hoped to make. I settled for, “They need to be more convinced that what we’re fighting for is worth the risk of, of the chance we could destroy all of civilization.”

	Adam got up from his desk and circled around to stand right in front of me. I realized that, despite the low sun, nobody had turned on the lights. It occurred to me this was not the first time I had been in the middle of an Oval Office meeting and then realized all of sudden how dark it had gotten.

	“I understand, Sam. Thank you for bringing this to my attention. Let’s schedule something with Jonah, discuss how we can get this message out there better.”

	“What, uh, what message in particular did you have in mind, sir?”

	“Just the simple fact that we’re already facing an existential threat. If we’re going to beat it, we have no choice but to risk everything. Though that said, I know it’s really no risk at all. God has a plan for me, you know. He’ll see us through.”

	 

	On the Friday of the long Independence Day weekend, I convinced Cassie to introduce me to augmented reality gaming.

	We started off from her new place, in a funky neighborhood clustered around a metro stop at the edge of the DC blast zone. Rebuilding here was sporadic, with little gentrified market center communities popping up amid a wasteland of still ruined and abandoned structures.

	The evening started at a little bar across from the metro stop. From there I donned a pair of the big augmented reality glasses and we took off into the streets. Following the cues sent by network hubs around the area, the glasses overlaid rendered images on my normal vision. A controller stick I was carrying looked like a sword. People looked like they were wearing elaborate gothic dress or had wolf-like features or glowing neon tattoos. I was not much for running, which much of the actual game entailed, so Cassie just showed me the sights. We explored an abandoned building made to look like a vampire castle and watched a magic and sword duel held between two of the vampire clan ‘elders’ to settle some arcane dispute.

	As we headed back around midnight I asked, “Is all this legal?”

	“It’s not illegal.”

	“That’s encouraging. It’s all free though?”

	“This one is, some of the locals set it up. The ones in New York, or at least the ones I used to go to, you had to pay and they worked with the city and hotels and stuff to create the gaming area. It was tamer, not as cool as this.”

	“I would have thought you might prefer tamer.” She gave me a stare. “I guess instead of cocktail parties this is more your thing.”

	This prompted one of her big smiles. “That is absolutely true.”

	We were interrupted by a strange shout and a bright light. I jumped and turned to see a patrol drone had rolled to a stop on the street next to us. It had a tank turret turned in our direction and a light directed on us.

	“What is this?” I shielded my eyes against the light.

	“Oh, it’s another false stop.” She had stopped walking and turned toward the drone.

	“Remain where you are,” a synthesized voice blared from the drone’s speakers.

	“It thinks it spotted us doing something illegal so it stopped us. Give it a moment, it’ll get cleared as soon as a dispatcher pulls it up.”

	“Does it have to point its gun at us?”

	Her reply was interrupted by a different voice, human, coming from the loud speaker. “Please approach the drone and present your I.D.s.”

	“Ah geez.” Cassie moaned as she pulled out her mobile. She came forward and held up her national I.D. to a camera set next to the bright light. I followed with my old card.

	We waited there a minute further while nothing happened. Then the voice said, “Thank you. Have a good night, Mr. Adder.” The drone turned and rolled off.

	“Well that was nice,” Cassie said as we resumed walking.

	“How so?”

	“Well normally those things just stop you and then a dispatcher clears it and the robot voice says you can go. When it starts asking for I.D.s that usually means an actual cop is gonna show up and start asking you questions.”

	“This happens often huh?”

	“Around here, yeah. They patrol this neighborhood pretty thoroughly.”

	“Yet you decided to live here.”

	“It was your suggestion. The subsidized permanent majority housing deal was too good to pass up.”

	“How did that end up working out?” I asked.

	“It was easy. I just applied online and it gave me a whole breakdown of how much I could get, depending on where I was moving. It’s a really good deal.”

	We arrived back at the pub where the night had started. Other players of this A.R.G. (augmented reality game) were drifting in as well. I sat at the bar with Cassie and her friends, some of whom were also part of my staff. My office manager Rich was there too, along with his . . . husband? They had been married, but just a few months before, the Virginia legislature had overridden the Supreme Court ruling and reinstituted a ban on same-sex marriage, leaving them in legal limbo. They were looking to move to this part of DC for just that reason.

	“So why did you ask to come out with us tonight, Mr. Adder?” Rich asked me.

	“Please, it’s Sam.” I was about to continue, but found I lacked the energy.

	“Okay,” Cassie said. “Sam, why did you ask to come out with us tonight?”

	I smirked at this but could not sustain it. “Well, I guess because I just didn’t want to be alone this night.”

	“Anything particular about this night?” Rich asked.

	I looked at him, at the others, wondering if they did not realize, if perhaps my admonishments against ‘official say’ news had led them to give up paying it any attention.

	“Well,” I said. “Turn on the news.”

	To do this they began pulling up their mobiles. I had the bartender switch the nearest televison to a news stream. Right away we were greeted with footage of burning buildings from some border town in Georgia. An armored drone column was engaging Russian conscripts on the outskirts of the city. Operation Ulysses had begun.

	 

	



	

Chapter 21

	 

	THE GRAVEYARD OF EMPIRES

	 

	Ever since the invasion of Iran and the Russian offensive in Eastern Europe, the news streams, in their usual, over the top way, had been reaching for a grandiose name to call this present world crisis. One commentator I saw wanted to refer to it as World War Five. By this guy’s reckoning the Cold War and the global war on terror represented the third and fourth world wars. I found this confusing and unintuitive, as did everybody else. The more popular term that became more prevalent around this time was ‘the Global War.’

	Most of the gamers went home not long after the news broke. After the bar closed Cassie, myself, Rich and Mark, and a couple poli-sci majors from my staff, all went back to Cassie’s place and continued to watch the news. I remembered Adam and Dr. Graham discussing this, overriding Pentagon objections, but I had not appreciated what it meant. The ubiquitous cameras on all the advancing drones meant an onslaught of video footage was coming in from the front, fast-tracked for release to the news streams. The war was happening in real time.

	We all watched, enthralled, at the scenes of mass surrenders and mass defections from the Russian conscript army. Footage showed drone columns rolling, unchallenged, into old Soviet bases the Russians had seized in their recent invasions. There were videos showing Russians throwing down their weapons and hiding, believing the advancing robots would shoot anybody they saw holding a firearm but would spare anybody they saw unarmed. Other videos showed Russians, upon spotting the incoming drones, freezing in place like statues, refusing to move under the belief the robots would shoot anything that moved. Still others had pieces of sheet metal or foil wrapped around parts of their bodies, believing this would prevent detection by the drones. It was like the drones were invading some weird performance art.

	In one instance, at Yerevan, in Armenia, the drones arrived so fast the air base personnel did not even realize a war was on. The drones rolled into the base and took up positions around the perimeter, the headquarters, and the control tower, all while confused men in uniform stood and watched. At one point a man approached one of the drones and began speaking to it in Russian, asking about those ‘inside,’ if they needed anything, bringing out a bowl of soup to offer them, asking if they wanted to play cards, and in the end becoming rather dejected that the ‘drone crew’ would not respond to him. It was almost a day later that US Marines showed up to take charge and explain the situation. The ‘sad soldier’ video was autotuned, given alternate sub-titles, edited into a rom-com trailer complete with soaring music, and otherwise parodied all over the web for a week or so after.

	There was also drone footage showing the war going on at sea and in the air. One impressive video showed the warhead-tip view from a missile as it was fired from an unmanned orbital drone, descended through the atmosphere, the clouds, to a panorama of sea and ice, zooming in like an online map, until at last a Russian warship resolves and is impacted, cut right to an explosion as viewed from a spy plane.

	Commentary on the submarine battle going on beneath the Arctic Ice or deep in the Pacific, lacking these dramatic videos, was minimal, even though that was where the bulk of the Russian nuclear arsenal was located and so where the real threat of the war loomed.

	We ended up crashing at Cassie’s place that night, after staying up far too late, only to wake up in the midmorning light to find the coverage continuing apace.

	We watched Dr. Graham hold forth on some news stream segment. “No military force in the world is capable of standing up to the United States military, and no insurgency or terrorist force can prevail against AI monitoring drones. It’s just not possible. The rules of warfare from the twentieth-century simply do not apply anymore. This war will be over in two months.”

	“Is that the official position of the administration?” the news anchor asked.

	“No it is not, it’s my own personal guesstimate. We all know the armed forces, they’ll take as long as they need to get the job done right.”

	The other guest brought on to this segment to argue with the doctor, some actress-activist who was part of the recent protests in California, pounced on this comment. “You know, that is so typical of the arrogance of this president. They think nothing can go wrong by starting yet another war.”

	“As usual,” Dr. Graham said, “we find the liberals rooting against our soldiers.”

	“That doesn’t even make any sense! You’re the one sending them to die in a pointless war.”

	“Also typical of liberals to dismiss fighting for freedom as pointless.”

	“You’re fighting for oil and everybody knows it!”

	They were talking over each other at this point.

	“Also typical,” the doctor continued in a nonchalant tone, “that they think this is still the twentieth century and it’s not a force of robots . . .”

	“That’s your justification! It’s okay because it’s just a bunch of foreigners being killed by robots!”

	“It’s a . . . it’s . . .” Dr. Graham tried to interrupt, then paused and restarted. “By the end of the year these occupied countries will be liberated, Russia will probably be a free country, and all the liberals with partisan derangement syndrome will be trying to blame the president for not getting the whole thing done sooner . . .”

	“Yeah, by the end of the year, because conquering Russia is easy! Nobody’s ever run into problems trying to do that before!”

	Dr. Graham just sort of paused at this blast of sarcasm.

	Feeling burned out of the news I got up and walked to the sliding glass patio doors. Opening these let in a gust of warm, summer air. The beautiful July day outside seemed incongruous with the constant stream of video from a new global conflict, and for a moment the juxtaposition of the two left me feeling a literal dizziness.

	Cassie turned off the new stream and  suggestion we drag ourselves out for a round of Frisbee golf. The park was crowded, and we had to wait for a chance to ‘tee-off.’ Everybody was picnicking or strolling or playing catch, but at the same time had their notebooks and mobiles available, tuned to the news streams, getting further updates.

	“I would have thought,” Mark, Rich’s husband, said, “that more people would be getting out of town, like they did after The Event.”

	“You mean in case nuclear war breaks out?” I asked.

	“Yeah.”

	“Apparently nobody thinks it will,” Rich said. “They trust the president.”

	 

	Protests against the war continued every weekend in New England and California and around the world. In California the protestors were dispersed in short order by riot cops. In New England Governor Wilson addressed the crowd.

	“I don’t care what sort of things this president says about all the people he’s attacking. This is an immoral, unnecessary, illegal, unjustifiable war. I don’t care if he’s gone to war with the Devil himself, there’s no way I’m giving any support to that tyrant Emperor Hanson.” She went on to call for the New England legislatures to overrule the congressional declaration of war Adam had gotten passed the week before (for whatever effect that would have), and to call on the New England congress, as their exiled congressional delegation was now calling itself, to pass a condemnation of this war and declare the New England states neutral in the conflict.

	In the European Union an official declaration of neutrality, on behalf of the entire alliance, was passed by the European Parliament. In the press conference announcing this, the European Council president was anything but neutral. “Of course,” she said, “we will continue to maintain economic relations with the Russian Federation, including trade in all exports as approved by existing trade agreements.” That was legalese meaning they would continue to sell high-tech weapon components to the Russians as they had been doing for decades.

	In the wake of the initial strikes, India launched its own front. Indian forces moved to occupy the Pakistani part of the disputed province of Kashmir. There were reports of brief firefights between Pakistani and Indian troops, but just like the US Army, they found most of the enemy surrendered or dissolved in the face of drone columns. In Geneva the Pakistani ambassador denounced Indian aggression and demanded the international community take action. All he ended up with was a stern resolution calling for a ceasefire and negotiations.

	Of more ominous import, India’s seizure of Kashmir also brought a statement from Beijing condemning the whole war in general and the Indian action in particular. They called for negotiation to settle the claims on Kashmir, of which China also claimed a portion, while promising to stand by their ally Pakistan in the event of open hostilities.

	A week later Chinese forces began arriving in their portion of Kashmir.

	 

	Adam and his political advisors were in the Oval Office, discussing legislative plans for the fall, when Defense Secretary Epstein burst into the room.

	“Mr. President,” he said, out of breath and covered in sweat. I wondered if he had just run here from somewhere, which struck me as an odd thing to do in this interconnected age. “Mr. President, it is done.”

	Adam, behind the desk, gave him a look that spoke of annoyance at the interruption and resignation that now he might as well continue.

	“It is done,” Epstein came up to stand in front of the desk. “I am happy to report we have completely secured the former Soviet Republics. Our war objective has been achieved.”

	Despite this news, we got swept down to the Situation Room for a meeting that started with acrimony and escalated from there.

	“Our state of readiness is not in question,” General Bowden said for the third time, at last breaking through Adam’s ineluctable torrent of exposition. “The original plan called for at least two weeks . . .”

	“I’m not asking about the original plan,” Adam said. “I’m asking what you are capable of.”

	“We need at least two weeks . . .”

	“Why are we even having this discussion?” Secretary Ruben asked. Like the others he was standing around the big computer table-map. With the rest of the lights in the room dimmed, the table screen under-lit all their faces, making the whole thing look like a campfire gathering. I lingered in the back, unnoticed so far because of the dark. Fred, standing next to me, was shaking his head.

	“The second phase of Operation Ulysses . . .”

	“The second phase doesn’t begin until after our second ultimatum has expired!” Ruben said, cutting off Adam with his booming volume. That he had talked over Adam said a lot about the Secretary of State’s mood and the course this conference was setting. “Which was supposed to give the Russians two weeks to surrender, and we haven’t even announced it yet. So we have at least two weeks . . .”

	“No, no, no, no.” Adam kept repeating this and shaking his head until Ruben stopped. “No, I’m skipping the second ultimatum. We’ll attack right away.”

	“Mr. President! That’s . . .”

	“Why? Why issue another ultimatum? Everyone just ignores them. These dictators, all they understand is force. They’re so fucking myopic, so fucking obsessed with the little games that keep them in power they can’t fucking see what’s going on around them. A metaphorical gun to the head isn’t even enough. Yuletin won’t surrender until we are holding a literal gun, an actual gun to his head.” Adam held out one hand with fingers like a gun and gestured to Ruben’s head. “He’d rather die and take everything down with him than surrender. How soon can we commence the next offensive?”

	General Bowden did not at first realize the president had switched to addressing him. He flinched, then stuttered as he turned to the big map. “I, we can’t, sir, not for two weeks. We won’t even have the whole force at forward positions until . . .”

	“Not the whole force? So some of them. What do we have in position now? Say if we were to start the day after tomorrow, what do we have that could move out?”

	“Mr. President!” Ruben tried to insert himself between Adam and the general. “Mr. President what are you doing? Our forces won’t be ready two days from now. Why are you rushing to attack ahead of our own schedule?”

	“Mr. Ruben, do you,” Adam paused, then turned to the taller man. “Are you some kind of military strategist now? Do you know anything about modern military strategy? Did you even serve, at any point? The bulk of the Russian army has retreated from us in disarray. A two week delay in our advance just gives them time to recover and prepare defenses, and an ultimatum now would be nothing but an advanced warning. Now is our best chance to strike a decisive, finishing blow.”

	“We’ve already finished it! This, this is what we set out to accomplish.” Ruben gestured at the map, stuttering as he tried to force across his point. His hair, normally rock solid, was some sort of frayed mess, like he had just been electrocuted. “Mr. President, our legitimacy here is hanging by a thread. If we don’t at least give diplomacy a chance . . .”

	“Give diplomacy a chance? What the fuck have we been doing?”

	“Continuous ultimatums aren’t diplomacy! Diplomacy is . . .”

	“Ultimatums are all these fuckers understand. If they wanted to negotiate they would have. The time for diplomacy was three months ago. Or two years ago. Or fucking twenty years ago for that matter. Russia has pushed and pushed until we got to this point. What the fuck does anybody expect to happen?”

	“Half the world has condemned this invasion already. The United Nations is against us, the Europeans are ignoring our sanctions. They think we’re warmongers and renegades, that we’re just trying to, to, to steal everybody’s oil. We’ve accomplished what we said we wanted to when we invaded. We have no justification for an invasion of Russia!”

	“I don’t need a fucking justification,” Adam slammed one fist into the table, rattling its whole frame. “We are by fucking definition legitimate! We’re being condemned by tyrants and criminal regimes.”

	“The Europeans are a criminal regime now?”

	“No, they’re just stuck in the last century. They need to get with the fucking program. When I go out campaigning I don’t try to win the votes of felons and illegal immigrants, because they can’t vote! And do you know why? Because they’re fucking criminals and illegal immigrants. I don’t give a fuck what the fucking Chinese and Pakistanis and Venezuelans and whoever the fuck else says. They are illegitimate . . . they . . .”

	As if it had run out of gas Adam’s tirade coasted to a stop. Starting with the president and emanating outward, everyone became aware of a new phenomenon in the room. Adam’s left forearm was shaking. At first it had been disguised by his shouting and gesticulating, but now he stared at it as if he was wondering why it had interrupted him.

	“I . . .” Adam reached across with his other arm to grab the left one and bring it under control. Instead his right arm lurched toward his chest. He gasped, a hoarse intake of breath, then staggered backward and collapsed into a chair.

	“Mr. President! Mr. President!” Generals and staffers surrounded him at once.

	“I’m okay.” His voice was weak and he sounded out of breath. “I’m okay.” Everyone cleared back. Adam sat half in a chair, his right arm still clutching his chest, his left dangling dead at his side. “I’m okay. Fuck. I thought I was having a heart attack. I . . .” He paused to catch his breath again. “Fuck. Ruben, you gotta stop bringing up this international legitimacy bullshit. I’m too old for this shit.”

	“Mr. President.” Manny appeared at his side. “Mr. President, your doctor is on his way.”

	“No, no, I’m okay. Just . . . let me catch my breath.”

	“Mr. President you may have just had a heart attack. You need to see a doctor.”

	“No, I’m fine, let’s just . . .” He started to stand but then fell backward into his seat, almost sprawling out of it, spent.

	In fact it was a squad of Secret Servicemen trained as EMTs that came bursting in seconds later. Most of us cleared out at that point to make room. I saw Adam, now laid out on a stretcher, an IV being set up in his arm, still pointing and talking to the generals. “Plans.” His voice was raspy and weak. “Plans for second stage. Start . . . as soon . . .” He trailed off as they rushed him out of the room.

	 

	That August, in the wake of a major typhoon, the Chinese sent a large naval task force into the South China Sea. In a series of tangent operations they landed marine squads, using helicopters and amphibious assault craft, on various oil platforms operated by Malaysia or the Philippines, seizing control with minimal resistance. They filmed it and showed it to the world, an obvious attempt to brag about their capabilities. Meanwhile, the bulk of the task force moved to deploy ground troops to seize the island of Palawan and the larger land masses of the Spratly Islands.

	In doing so, China asserted its long held claim, unenforced since the beginning of their post oil spike revolution, over the islands and the offshore oil reserves nearby. In their official announcement the Chinese government stated they were securing the region from takeover by militant Islamists. These rebels, according to Chinese state controlled news agencies, wished to use the opportunity presented by the typhoon’s destruction to usurp local authorities and establish an Islamic state. ‘Swift action by the Revolutionary Navy has ensured an uninterrupted supply of oil to the world market and thereby removed the threat of a second oil spike.’

	China’s state news was quite explicit in pointing this out as the same objective and reasoning the United States was pursuing in Central Asia at that very moment.

	A few days later, Adam responded in the form of an Oval Office interview. He had wanted to simply address the nation, either from the Oval Office or press conference style, or even better at some rally or major event. Dr. Graham, however, felt the standing-behind-a-podium look would make him appear robotic or propped up, something we wanted to avoid after his health scare. A major point of this response, really the main point, was to assure the world the president was in good health.

	“Your press statement says you suffer from arteriosclerosis,” the female news personality said. “Should the American people be concerned for your health?”

	“I’m not.”

	I had to admit that, as usual, Dr. Graham had gotten the formula right. Getting Adam out from behind a desk or podium allowed him to appear more energetic, allowed him to project a casual, and thus youthful, and thus healthy, vibe.

	“Last week you suffered a heart attack . . .”

	“It wasn’t a heart attack, it was a coronary spasm. Blood flow to the heart is restricted but not cut off altogether. It’s a lesser malady. Really I felt fine by the next day.”

	“Was it brought on by stress?”

	“It’s genetic. My father died of a heart attack.”

	“At a younger age than you are now.”

	“I suppose, but I don’t remember him taking very good care of himself either.”

	The light banter continued for a little while before she turned the interview toward China.

	“I really don’t believe,” Adam said in answer to a pointed question, “that there’s been a breakdown in diplomacy with China. To the extent there has been a, uh, a reduction in engagement, that’s been on the Chinese. Obviously they’ve had their own problems of late.”

	“So you’re open to the Chinese offer to host peace talks.”

	“I’m open to whatever dialogue the new Chinese government wishes to start. It’s not me that’s been disengaged. I’ve been making offers to engage the Chinese since, well, since before I was even president, since the trade dispute over the United Democracies free trade zone got started. It’s the Chinese that have refused to pursue diplomacy.”

	“You don’t think your administration’s rhetoric, referring to the Chinese government as illegitimate, has soured relations in any way?”

	“My rhetoric? If that’s souring relations what has their rhetoric done? I’m vilified in the Chinese press. I’m some sort of insane super-villain demon according to their, whatever you want to call it, it’s not really news, their propaganda organization.”

	“So you’re saying . . .”

	“Look, we’ve all heard it, I’ve heard all the claims the Chinese have made. I know the oil spike hurt them, I know the free trade zone hurt them, I’ve heard all their complaints about how India has benefitted at the expense of China these past few years. If they have a problem, economic problems at home, they need to address that themselves in a productive way, not try to vent their people’s frustration outward.”

	Adam paused to lean back in his chair, holding the gaze of the interviewer. “You know, I didn’t need all this. I’ve had plenty to do here at home. You’ve seen that, the American people have seen that, everything I’ve accomplished, still trying to accomplish. There’s still a lot of work to do here at home, more than I could ever do myself. I didn’t need all these ridiculous wars and conflicts overseas.

	“But we’ve got all these undemocratic governments who are afraid of losing power, and especially, especially afraid now that there is an international organization they can’t game. They can’t hide, now that there is voice for democracy and moral government in the world, so they try to direct resentment, rightly earned resentment at their misrule, they direct that outward. So we end up with Iran trying to instigate a nuclear war and Russia and now China stirring up foreign crises and demonizing me, demonizing America to distract their own people from what a piss-poor job their leaders are doing.”

	“Do you believe China is a threat to the United States the same way Russia and . . .”

	“Absolutely, yes, of course they are. All of them, they’re a threat because they’re unstable and because they’re aggressive. The Chinese, they’ve claimed to be pursuing economic expansion and not being interested in any kind of global hegemony, but nobody’s ever believed that. Their actions have put the lie to their peaceful intentions just as the Russians did when they started trying to rebuild the Soviet empire by force.”

	“So is this a threat the United States would meet with force?”

	“If it came to that. Yes. I didn’t back down from the Iranians or the Russians and I’m not backing down from China. We’ll outlast them. You know, they talk big about how they have five thousand years of history and how America is a newcomer and they’ll be around after we’re gone. Bul- . . . nonsense. They’re the newcomers. This Chinese government, right now, they have all of five years of history. Even if I’m being generous, their communist government came to power less than a century ago. This new government, f- . . . heck, I’ve been president longer than they’ve been around. They’ve got nothing compared to two-hundred and fifty years of American democracy. The United States will still be around long after this new Chinese order collapses on itself just like the last one did.”

	“Do you . . .”

	“Because they’re unstable.” Adam interrupted again, slapping one hand into the other to emphasize the point. “Look, I’m the democratically elected leader of this country. Free people voted for me. They’ve given me consent, they’ve given me a mandate to govern. I have the American people behind me. I have God behind me. This mission, this task America and the United Democracies have set for ourselves, it’s a moral one, a righteous one. We have divine providence on our side.”

	“If that’s the case, is there no hope for diplomacy? Does this war have to continue . . .”

	“There’s always hope. Of course, there’s always hope. There’s a chance these tyrants could see the error of their ways and come around and avert any need for conflict between us at all. The United Democracies welcome new members. Since my first day in office I’ve been trying to win over countries to join us. But you have to understand, leaders like Yuletin, like the Ayatollahs before, like Premier Ye, they can’t see that. They can’t see how it would be a net benefit, to themselves and their people, to embrace democracy, to give power to their people. They’re afraid of their people, and that fear blinds them. They sit in their little despotic worlds and huddle behind elaborate security entourages to protect them from their own people and dream of power and of ways to keep it and ways to get more.”

	By now there was little doubt of Adam’s health. He was fired up and moving ahead at full steam, not even letting the interviewer start a new question. “Their biggest worry is losing power, is being overthrown by their own people. They have to seek domination over other countries, ultimately over the world, because otherwise . . . otherwise they have nothing. Nothing to legitimize their rule. All the revolutionary government has is force. Just like any totalitarian state. All they can do is enforce their rule with bribery or the threat of violence. It’s gang mentality, it’s inherently unstable. You ask if me calling them illegitimate hurts relations? Their own people consider them illegitimate, they themselves, Premier Ye and all these other revolutionary generals, bureaucrats, whatever, they know their government is illegitimate. That’s why they’re doing this.

	“They’re a bunch of minor players in history leading sub-rate states, and I’m over here, leading the greatest country in the world, a president that will be remembered after they’re all forgotten. Of course they have to make me the bad guy, because if they didn’t, their own people, the Russian and Chinese people, people who want freedom as much as anybody else, they would all realize the truth of the matter, which is that their own leadership are the true bad guys.”

	After this diatribe the interviewer paused for a breath, recrossing her legs and leaning forward as a prelude to the next question. “Do you fear Chinese involvement in the current war, Mr. President?”

	Adam almost flinched at this, pulling back some and twisting his head to give her a different look. “Only in as much as it would prolong the fighting and make life miserable for the ordinary Chinese people. I certainly don’t want the war to expand. But it’s hard to say what will happen when you’re dealing with men who are desperate to cling to power.”

	After the interview concluded, Adam came upstairs to the state juice bar where Dr. Graham, Fred, and I had watched an internal feed of the recording. “Well?” he glanced between the three of us.

	“I especially like the part where you coined the words ‘feck’ and ‘bullsense,” I said.

	“What?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“He almost swore.”

	Adam stared at me for a moment. “Hmpf.” He stormed off.

	After he was gone, I turned to the doctor. “What did you think?”

	“I think it worked out. He looked alive, in good health, but still got to give what amounted to a speech. I’m glad they didn’t choose a more assertive interviewer.”

	“Huh.”

	“What did you think?” the doctor asked me.

	“I thought . . . that the president really is afraid of China becoming involved in the war.”

	“It’s a lot more than that,” Fred said.

	“Oh?”

	“You didn’t hear this from me. The Pentagon has satellite pictures showing movement of Chinese convoys carrying military goods, tanks and artillery pieces, into the Russian Far East.” He paused to give us each a purposeful stare. “They’re helping arm the Russians. They’re already involved in this war.”

	 

	During those days Adam’s schedule settled into a new routine. As always, he got up later than most presidents, and much later than the Joint Chiefs would have liked, but much earlier than his own predilections would have allowed. Midmorning was the time of national security and military briefings in the Situation Room.

	Among the many fronts Adam monitored was the Chinese occupation of islands throughout the South China Sea, including an entire province of the Philippines and the entire nation of Brunei. Delegations from these states were protesting at the United Nations, to no avail.

	There was also the dispute in Kashmir. Indian forces clashed with Pakistani troops in the disputed zones. The scattered and disorganized Pakistani resistance was defeated in short order, but now guerilla attacks were plaguing India’s less drone- and automation-heavy army. So far India had not crossed into Pakistan itself. Their forces were poised to do so, however, under the pretext of hunting down the Kashmir rebels who in classic guerilla style were crossing the border to avoid pursuit and operating out of bases within Pakistan. Weighing against India launching an attack into Pakistani territory was the contingent of Chinese forces now deployed in and around Islamabad, at the request of the Pakistani government.

	Once Adam had absorbed the latest on all this, he ate lunch, surrounded by a large, revolving group of advisors as he had often done back in the juice bar days. Some days there was an afternoon political briefing, though this was often preempted by updates on the Russian front. Then came dinner, a repeat of the rollicking lunches.

	During these meals Adam held forth on the post-war world. “The new Russian democracy, naturally, will become part of the United Democracies. Once they join the free trade zone, Europe will have no choice but to get onboard. The export tariffs on natural gas they will face without joining would cripple them. Also, between Russia, India, and Japan and Korea we will have encircled China. After that we can deal with them in our own good time. It’ll only be a matter of waiting them out, this current government of theirs can’t last long in its present form. They’ll either undergo a democratic transformation or else fight another bloody civil war, but one way or another they’ll come around.”

	I found myself spending more evenings at the White House. I had to be on hand in the afternoon for the political briefings even though they often did not happen. To Adam that was all the more impetus to rope me into joining him for dinner, and I in turn brought in Cassie, now an official part of the ‘brain trust.’

	Among the topics Adam liked to belabor was his decision making process. “It’s quite simple,” he said. “A lot of people will tell you to trust your gut, your instincts or whatever, but the real key is not hesitating. If we have faith in God and that God is working out His plan through us, then we should never hesitate when we’re seized by an inner conviction. God gave us those instincts as a way to speak to us, because He cannot, or maybe just will not, speak to us through our conscious minds.

	“Some people will laugh at that, but look at where it’s got us. I had to foresee that Russia’s actions were going to destabilize the fossil fuel markets sometime this year and start laying the groundwork for military action even before the election. Without that we might have been caught off-guard now and facing a full scale oil spike without any contingency in place.”

	All of us sat there around the large, circular table, listening to him. I had heard him go on similar discursive adventures before, though it was rare for them to be quite this sustained. It seemed like they went on for days, spilling over from lunch to dinner and picking right back up at lunch the next day. The inner circle had expanded to include some younger aides, Alex Badillo’s new people in the party leadership or Manny’s new underlings brought in after the last election or young defense department hotshots. They listened to Adam with a rapt attention that seemed disconcerting at times. I wondered if this, right here, was the closest Adam would come to being a true rock star surrounded by groupies.

	During those post-lunch conversations, spilling far into the allotted time for our political briefings, I found myself meandering over to claim afternoon coffee. In doing so I started a trend that had most everyone taking time for coffee and thus extending the scheduled lunch time. Adam as usual forewent coffee and instead had some kind of fruit smoothie. Since the borderline heart attack, he was once again getting very serious about his health. I think this, perhaps more so even than the news from the front, had him in a buoyant mood.

	“I imagine, once Russia is democratized and accepted to the free trade zone it will become a major oil and natural gas exporter, much more so than it is now. Kleptocracy and outdated technology have been holding back a lot of their operations. The free market will probably enrich the people.” He paused, then heaved a heavy sigh. “You know it’s almost a shame this whole war is going to end soon.”

	For a moment he stared wistfully off into space. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying we should have perpetual war. But look at the success we’ve had at freeing people, opening up markets and improving the world economy. If we could keep doing that . . . oh man. There are still hold outs, like Venezuela, or Nigeria and Central Africa, or look at this whole thing in the South China Sea. If we could just keep rolling out the drones, straighten out all these places . . . If I didn’t think it would take another ten years or something I might go for it.” Again he paused to sigh. “I just hope there is somebody coming up after me who is up to the Herculean work that is left.”

	 

	In the days leading up to the expiration of his latest ultimatum, all Adam was willing to talk about was the glorious world of democracy and economic prosperity that would follow once Russia was overrun and reformers were put in charge, just as the Arab League was doing.

	For the moment, Russia was less of a democracy than a black hole. Reports coming out of the country were sporadic and contradictory. There were rumors of a revolt by the generals, or an attempted revolt, or a planned revolt, all with the objective of ditching Yuletin and thereby acceding to US demands. There were workers striking at factories and oil and natural gas wells, both in the union protest form of strike and in the planting of bombs form. The streets of Moscow were deserted.

	The US Army was spending more time processing the surrendering enemy soldiers than it was fighting. Old prisons in Kazakstan and Georgia were reopened to house all the prisoners of war. Some unofficial reports from European news streams indicated overcrowding and unsanitary conditions were becoming a problem. Without acknowledging this, it was announced at a Pentagon press conference that the GSA would lend some of its resources to dealing with the POWs, and Director Hemming was on hand to say some would be moved to the prisons the GSA was already operating in Arabia.

	On Russian state television kept reporting that all was well, that the Russian army was poised behind their rightful president Nickoli Yuletin, who stood firm in the face of American Imperialism. In the US a lot of the talk on the main news streams was about how the fighting had not yet stopped.

	“The Russians are the ones continuing this war. The bomber overflights have not stopped since President Hanson declared this temporary ceasefire! It’s a ceasefire in name only. The Pentagon is reporting dozens of border incursions by Russian paratroopers to conduct acts of sabotage and scout our forces.”

	“But how can it be a deliberate campaign if the Russian military is in shambles? We’re not dealing with a normal organized state anymore. We can’t make demands of the Russian government if it no longer exists. President Yultetin may be dead already. We’d be wading into a quagmire.”

	“That was the claim made when we went into Arabia after their governments were overthrown. Liberals were wrong about that and they’re wrong this time too.”

	This argument, in countless variations, played out on every news stream, continuously for the ten days Adam granted for the temporary ceasefire, before his ultimatum expired. During that time the president sequestered himself in the Situation Room. A constant stream of generals and Pentagon officials came and went at all hours, working with the president on the updated second stage of Operation Ulysses.

	Fred was present in most of these planning sessions, and I got regular updates from him. Adam was convinced the current disarray in Russia meant there was no risk of a nuclear strike. “Nobody’s going to launch Armageddon unless they have absolute faith in the orders they’ve received. And at this point who among them could believe any order at all.” The plan itself still involved a three-pronged attack. The expectation was to have all of this wrapped up by the beginning of October, at which point all that would be left would be to mop up holdouts and secure all the weapons of mass destruction the Russians still had on hand.

	Optimism about the whole thing radiated from the president, but like any radiation its strength fell off with distance. Adam was exuberant in his optimism. The Joint Chiefs of Staff were cautious in theirs. Fred was reticent, believing it would work out as the president said, just not as fast or as cheap as he expected. I was nervous. By the time it filtered down to my staff it was a hollow optimism made of words spoken without belief.

	“You really think it won’t come to nuclear war?” Rich asked me.

	“I don’t think so. But I get the impression nobody is confident it won’t.”

	“They’re confident enough though that they’re willing to take the risk, right?”

	“The president is.”

	It was a sunny, warm, early autumn day when the ultimatum expired. At the morning White House press briefing, Dr. Graham announced that the president would hold a major Rose Garden conference at midday. When it was time for the press conference the cameras caught Adam walking up to the podium at almost a trot, like he was about to break into a run. It seemed he was fighting to restrain himself, and though he held off from physically running, once he reached the podium and started speaking there was no constraining his pace.

	Without preamble, or even a greeting of some kind, he grabbed hold of the podium, looked about at the journalists and cameras, and said, “It has now been two months since I ordered the United States military to begin execution of the largest military operation in American history. I am here to say today that the first stage of Operation Ulysses has been a near flawless success. The Russian army is defeated.”

	His voice rose as he spoke, which was a little disconcerting, a style meant for his speeches to giant rallies rather than press conferences. Nobody present in the Rose Garden tried to applaud his lines, and so it was unnecessary for him to pause or crash through an ovation with volume of his own, yet that was what Adam seemed to be doing.

	“Last week I requested a formal surrender from Russia. Thus far I have received no reply, neither acceptance nor defiance. As of today the Russian state has devolved into near anarchy. We cannot be sure if their command structure remains operable at all, but whether President Yuletin and his generals remain alive and defiant or the Russian nation is truly sinking into lawlessness, our duty remains the same.

	“With our liberating of the occupied territories in central Asia, Russia itself remains the last key to establishing long term security and stability in the world oil market. Moreover, a free and democratic Russia opens the way for us to at last establish the greater promise of America: a world overseen by and for free people, where tyranny is not tolerated because of political expediency. A democratic Russia will be a herald for the day, not far off now, when Earth itself is the free world.

	“So with these goals great and small in mind I have, this morning, ordered the United States military to begin the second phase of Operation Ulysses. This will be the final push in securing the future freedom, growth, and prosperity of America and the world. Of the American people I would ask for your continued support, your continued patience and fortitude. If we are to overcome this current time of war and emerge into a new world of peace and prosperity and democracy for all, then we must lead by example. God does not help cowards. Nor does He help the lazy. Only by coming together and unifying as one can America, bonded by our shared Christian values, set the moral and democratic example that will lead the rest of the world into this bright and glorious future.”

	 

	As September wore on, I found that Adam’s open door policy in the Situation Room, which was not so much a policy as a default resulting from a lack of one, much to the consternation of the Pentagon brass, was extended to an even greater degree. All of us among the political advisors were privy to the morning briefings on national security and the ongoing military operations.

	Such was how I came in one morning to hear the momentous news. In European Russia, where it was by now late afternoon, American drones and support forces from the First Armored Division were rolling into Moscow. They had encountered heavy resistance throughout the day on the outskirts of the city, but now had broken through and were driving unopposed into the heart of the Russian capital.

	“Mr. President,” General Bowden said, “I believe at this point Russia can be considered essentially defeated.”

	Adam, standing at the head of the big, computerized map table, could not seem to contain himself. His energy had him jump back a little, as if he might break out into dance. Instead he looked around, a little self-conscious, and then played that off like he was looking for someone in particular. “Jonah? Jonah? Is Dr. Graham around?”

	“He’s at the morning press briefing,” Kris Stafford said.

	“Ah, Kris, excellent. Take a message to him. Feel free to interrupt the whole conference. The world will be talking about this soon enough regardless. Tell them, uh . . .” Adam paused to consider, then began pacing in long strides, his excited kid style of pacing. He started then stopped a few times in dictating some kind of statement.

	By the time Stafford interrupted the press conference, word was already coming in from reporters on the ground in Moscow. Within the hour every news stream had pictures of American drones rolling into Red Square. They moved as a stately procession, their turrets scanning back and forth in slow arcs, as if this was just another street to monitor. American fighting vehicles, tanks and strike craft, followed behind, their hatches unbuttoned, crews peering out at the eerie silence of the scene.

	On that day a journalist in Moscow took an iconic photo that soon was itself all over the world. It showed a trio of men, without heavy coats because of the sunny September day, sitting out in front of some ancient building, something that might even have predated the Soviets. The men sat on a bench facing a narrow, disused street. Rolling right in front of them was a column of wolf-pack drones. The little twenty-first century boxes of armor and robotics contrasted with the ancient, decaying facade of men and buildings. Yet both sides, Russian men and American drones, seemed implacable in the face of what has just occurred.

	“Gentleman,” Adam said to us all as we sat down for lunch that day. “This is it. By this time next year there will be an independent Arab League joining the United Democracies. Another year or two Russia will join them. All that oil and natural gas will enter our free trade zone. It’s unavoidable. Energy security is now a fact.”

	 

	It started on the first Monday of October. For a time I tried to coin the phrase ‘The Week,’ analogous to ‘The Event,’ to describe the series of dramatic twists that came to pass over that one week period. The term never caught on.

	I had not been paying attention to the weather reports, so I was surprised Monday morning to find a giant cold front had rolled down from Canada. I woke up to discover that it was freezing inside my apartment. It turns out the sudden temperature drop had everyone turning on unused heaters all at once, which blew something out. The whole building was without power. I washed my face in the bathroom with ice cold water that left me uncomfortably awake.

	In the Situation Room I discovered we weren’t the only ones with this problem. In the Russian Far East, where it was already after dark, dropping temperatures were colliding with a low pressure front coming off the northern Pacific. It was expected that multiple feet of snow would fall in the Anadyr River Valley, the oil producing region opposite Alaska that was now a forward operating base for the Army’s eastern pincer movement. Further south, where the Second Infantry Division was approaching the outskirts of Vladivostok, temperatures were expected to reach overnight lows of negative thirty. Sleet drenching the front line was expected to turn into hail and copious snow deposits that could continue for the next few days.

	“It’s an unprecedented storm, Mr. President,” General Bowden said. “Especially for this early in the year. The entire northern hemisphere is experiencing this cold.”

	“So much for global warming, huh?” Epstein’s forced laugh died with a quick shot from Adam’s gaze.

	“Why the fuck are we just finding out about this now?” the president asked. “Is nobody monitoring the fucking weather?”

	“The budget for our climate prediction group has been zeroed out the last few years,” Bowden said.

	“Climate. What about the fucking weather forecasters?”

	“They’re, uh, they’re part of the same group, Mr. President.”

	“You’re telling me the Department of Defense has nobody watching the weather?”

	“It was zeroed out of the budget, sir,” Epstein said. “It was some of that funding going to support junk climate science.”

	Adam took a few slow breaths as he shifted his gaze between them and the map.

	“It’s just a temporary setback,” Bowden said. “It’ll delay the mopping up of their army remnants, that’s all.”

	At first Adam just stared some more. Then he gave a single concise nod. “Alright. General, proceed with your briefing.”

	That evening at dinner, Adam was in a much better mood. With the storm raging out the window behind him, he reminisced about the foul weather encountered in past political campaigns. He told the story of a rally held in the run up to the 2010 midterms that was hit with a sudden downpour. Rather than send everyone home, Adam had given his speech standing in the deluge.

	“My suit was soaked and ended up ruined. Then the next day, right after the rain, the sun comes out and it gets all muggy. So I give a speech in those conditions and by the end I’ve sweated so much I’m even more drenched than after the rain. So the day after that, new suit again, right, I’m at, I don’t know, I think it was a fundraiser. Barbeque. Get through the speech just fine, go to get some food, and I’m talking to somebody, I think it was Short Mike actually, Franks, and I’m not watching, turn around and collide with this guy and bam, barbeque sauce all down the front of me. Wrecked three suits in three days.”

	“Your suit budget must have been ridiculous,” a young aide said.

	“Not in those days. They were cheap suits. I bought them in bulk.”

	“Couldn’t you just dry clean them?” another asked.

	“I tried. Believe me I tried.”

	I had heard this anecdote before and so instead was preoccupied with my mobile. I had pulled up an app showing the weather system now afflicting the planet. The cyclic wind cell that encircles the north pole had expanded out in oscillating lumps, like a splotch across the top of the world. It was sparing the west coast and Western Siberia even as the Far East, Europe, and the east coast were engulfed by blobular extensions of cold air.

	The next morning I still had no heat in my building. I slept in a cocoon of blankets and left as early as I could. Around the outskirts of the city, overnight snowfall had blocked a lot of roads, but within the Beltway most streets were clear. Autonomous cars were meant for days like this.

	In the Situation Room the updates from the previous day in the Far East had Adam even more incredulous.

	“Renewed resistance? From who?”

	“It’s hard to say, sir,” General Bowden said. “We’re operating in white out conditions.”

	“So what’s our current status?”

	“The lead drone elements are still about eighty miles east of Vladivostok.”

	“Casualties?”

	“Light among the personnel. More drones were destroyed than anything.”

	“So this was heavy munitions we ran in to?”

	“Major General Runesfield reports encountering tanks and armored vehicles.”

	Adam looked down at the map table and then pounded a fist against its edge. “You know what this is? It’s the fucking Chinese. They’re supplying them with military hardware. Mother fucker. We have to take Vladivostok. It’s the main entry point for Chinese supplies to get to the Russian army.”

	“In these conditions, sir, taking the city is going to be difficult.”

	“I understand that. When can you do it?”

	Bowden looked across the map himself. “Two weeks at best.”

	“Two weeks?!”

	“Sir,” General Brooks said, “our men are getting buried by this storm. We’re going to need the rest of this week just get to out from under the snowfall.”

	“Who do we have available for an amphibious assault on the harbor itself?”

	“Sir?” I could tell from all their expressions that this was an insane notion. “Nobody, Mr. President. Nobody who can be ready before two weeks.”

	“Mr. President.” It was Fred who stepped up next to the map table now. He must have sensed, as I did, the wild directions this meeting was veering toward. “Is it that critical we take the city in the middle of this storm? If we can’t move our forces, how much luck will the enemy have moving supplies through?”

	“We’re moving through rough terrain.” Adam continued to stare at the map, seething. “They have sea lanes and rail lines.”

	“Mr. President.” Now General Henderson, Joint Chief of Staff and commander of the Air Force, spoke up from further down the table. “If cutting off the supply line is a priority, there is plenty of clear air further west. We could bomb out bridges on the Trans-Siberian railroad and cut off the rest of their army from Chinese resupply.”

	“No!” Adam almost jumped at this suggestion. “No, we need that railway intact. Without it we’re reliant on ill-maintained pipelines to connect out the Siberian natural gas fields. No, we have to seize the whole thing intact.”

	That day, with snowfall still accumulating, I did not stick around after lunch. Instead I headed over to the office and told everyone to head home before the storm got any worse. Then, doubting my apartment would have heat restored, I broke out the cot and overnight bag I still kept stashed in my office.

	It was Ernest who noticed me doing this as he was about to leave. “Are you staying the night here, Mr. Adder?”

	“I am. There’s no heat at my place.”

	“I, um . . . do you mind if I stay as well. I didn’t have power this morning and don’t think it’ll be back up yet.”

	So as we did on Silent Night, a bunch of my staff remained at the office. This time we had power though, and I let them crank up the heat. We watched a movie on the big screen in the conference room, which felt like the sort of thing I would have done in college. I felt awkward hanging out with my much younger staff like this, but for them it was a hit.

	The storm continued through the night. By Wednesday morning DC metro was closed.

	“So now what happens?” Cassie asked me, having wandered out from where she slept in a sleeping bag in the corner of the server room.

	“We get to take a snow day,” I said as I joined her, wandering over out of my office to find something for breakfast.

	We found everyone gathered in the conference room, watching a news stream. The big item that morning was a video, sent to several news agencies around the world, purporting to show a speech from President Yuletin. Like the propaganda pieces released by terrorist leaders, the film showed nothing other than the Russian president against a nondescript, brick wall backdrop. He could have been anywhere. It could also have been any time if not for the references to events he dropped.

	His speech was in Russian, with a translator, whose soft voice failed to match the baritone of the president. “People of Russia. In this century, as in every past century, our motherland has been invaded by conquerors who hope to build an Empire. Like those past invaders, those who attack us today have found the Russian winter harsher than they imagined. And now, as we have done in all those past centuries, it is time for Russians to again rise up and defend our Motherland. The American invaders wish to annihilate Russia and replace her with a broken slave to American greed. If it is a war of annihilation the Americans want, then such a war they will have. Russia will use every means in her power to stop this aggression.”

	“That sounds ominous,” Cassie said.

	The video clip of Yuletin was still going on as he name checked a series of famous Russians I had never heard of, presumably those who had fought in those past centuries. Mikhail Kutuzov. Georgy Zhukov. Dmitry Donskoy. Alexander Suvorov.

	We all settled in for microwavable breakfast burritos while the news stream switched to a follow-on segment with a studio anchor inviting some talking heads to dissect the contents of the Yuletin video. Was this a threat of nuclear attack? Was is a desperate cry from the already defeated?

	“I’m gonna suggest we watch another movie,” I said.

	“You don’t want to watch this?” Several of my young staffers seemed surprised.

	“We can if you guys want, but . . .” I tossed a hand at the screen.

	“I’m with Sam.” Cassie shot up to grab the keyboard that controlled the television. She went to flip over to stream another movie. The television got to a loading screen but stopped there. We waited in expectant silence. Cassie fidgeted. She grabbed the keyboard again and tried launching a different stream, but the screen did not change. “Agh, it’s frozen.”

	Ernest was on things right away, resetting the router, power cycling the television. When the screen came up again we got a failed connection error. He got into the settings and tested the connection, finding there was one to the router, but nothing beyond to the greater web.

	“Internet connection is down. The storm must have knocked out something.”

	“It hasn’t been snowing that hard today,” Cassie said. “I wonder if a bunch of people are taking snow day and all the traffic is jamming something up.”

	“Around here that should help us,” Ernest said. “Unless they’re all stuck at work too.”

	“Well so much for that,” I said. “What did people do before the internet?”

	“Don’t ask us,” Cassie said, “you’re the one old enough to remember when there wasn’t an internet.”

	“Ouch.”

	“So, um,” Ernest said, “not that I should be mentioning this with the boss around, but there might be some games installed on the server we can access.”

	“Well done,” I said. “What have you got?”

	“Well, I know I downloaded Settlers of Catan.”

	Cassie smiled at this. “Classic.”

	“I’ve never actually played,” I said.

	“What? Oh my God, Sam, you have to play Settlers.”

	With that the rest of the morning, and late into the afternoon, became consumed with tournaments of the various simple games Ernest had installed, all of them projected onto the big conference room screen for all of us to watch.

	By evening, the storm had abated and some last run sunlight was peaking beneath the clouds. I decided to head home and offered to give a ride to anybody who relied on the metro, or let everyone stay here another night.

	At home I had power but still no heat, and no internet connection either. I contemplated returning to the office, which at least had heat, but sleeping on that hard cot again was as unappealing as the cold. Instead, I wrapped myself in blankets, killed a bottle of wine, and stayed up late reading before crashing at an unreasonable hour.

	I would have stayed in bed the entire next day except that at a similar unreasonable hour I was awakened by the incessant buzzing of my mobile, sitting on a dresser across the room. In my half asleep state I ignored it, but it persisted. At some point I realized I must have fallen back asleep just to be woken again by the buzzing. Somebody was calling me multiple times, redialing after each dump to voicemail.

	I staggered out of bed and answered in a hoarse voice.

	“Sam!” Fred’s voice slammed though my head. “Thank God you’re alright.”

	“Fred? What time is it?”

	“Just after four. Where the fuck are you?”

	“Me? I’m at home, why?”

	“You weren’t there yesterday, where have you been?”

	“I stayed at my office last night. Wait, how do you know I wasn’t here?”

	“I was over there looking for you.”

	“Why?” I asked.

	“Do you not realize what’s happening?”

	“Apparently not.”

	Fred’s voice shifted in a subtle, dark way. “I think you better get over here.”

	“Where are you?”

	“The Situation Room.”

	After heading out I swung by the office again to pick up Cassie. I wanted some moral support, if nothing else, for whatever I was going to face. As my car drove us back into the city, Cassie managed to get online and began scouring the news. “Apparently we weren’t the only ones offline yesterday.”

	“I noticed that. I had no connection at home.”

	“Most of the country was down.”

	“How did that happen?”

	“Computer virus. They think the Russians released some kind of cyber-war virus.”

	When Cassie and I arrived in the Situation Room we found the remnants of what must have been a night of chaos. There were paper documents and open notebooks splayed across the map table; coffee cups and plates from upstairs piled atop side tables, ragged and sweaty people strewn among the chairs. Some were exhausted to the point that they just slept where they sat. Others stared at the map or their notebooks through bloodshot eyes.

	At the front of the room Adam was pacing at a hyperkinetic rate. He saw me and rushed over. “Sam! Thank God you’re alright. Oh good, you brought Ms. Sullivan. I don’t know where I’d be without my brain trust.” He stopped to shake each of our hands and clasp us on the shoulder.

	“Yeah, uh, we’re fine, actually,” I said, unable to hide my confusion.

	Adam ignored me as he turned back to the room, striding over to where Epstein and several generals were conferring.

	“What . . .” I looked about for some kind of explanation, and spotted Fred sitting in a corner. “Fred. What is going on?”

	“Haven’t you seen?”

	“We saw the Russians launched some kind of computer virus.”

	“Not just any virus, they took out the entire web yesterday. I mean, like world wide. There was a twelve hour period yesterday when virtually nobody was online. We’re still trying to figure out how they did it.”

	I took a seat next to him. “Some places still haven’t recovered. But that’s not the biggest problem. During the outage we also lost contact with our military task forces.”

	“The army?” I stared at him for a moment, the whole thing coming through in a haze. “As in, the army, the whole giant bunch of troops in Russia?”

	“Worldwide, and with the fleets too. We still haven’t fully restored those communications either.”

	“I thought the military, I mean, don’t they have their own dedicated communication networks?”

	“They do. Somehow the virus, or whatever it is, got in there too. We don’t know how.”

	“God. So what does all this mean?”

	“It means recession.” Cassie said, prompting Fred and I to give her surprised looks.

	“Really?” I asked. “One day without internet and the economy is wrecked?”

	“It’s going to have a major effect on the banking system and the markets, and that’ll spread out through everything else.”

	“Fuck,” Fred and I said in unison.

	“More importantly though,” she said, “what does this mean for the whole war?”

	By way of answering Fred held up an arm at the rest of the room. As if on cue, at that moment the whole place was engulfed in an ominous silence.

	Adam was standing at the end of the map table, brooding. As we watched, at the far end of the room General Brooks stepped up to the table with a notebook.

	“Mr. President,” he said in a halting voice. “I have a response from General Runesfield. Text only again, sir.”

	Adam waved a hand for Brooks to proceed. The general cleared his throat and took a deep breath before reading from the notebook.

	“An attempt to hold our forward position is insane. The twenty-second infantry is the only unit in position to support the Third Autonomous Division. They do not have the firepower to repulse the advancing enemy forces. An attempt to hold will result in the total loss of this regiment. If the order to hold is not rescinded you will have my resignation.”

	Brooks’ voice started to waver as he neared the end of the message. Again the room fell silent, this time with everyone looking to the president.

	After staring into space for a long, tension-building pause Adam flicked his gaze back at the general. He spoke in a forced, even voice. “Who is Runesfield’s second in command?”

	“It’s . . . Brigadier General Michealson, sir.”

	“Okay. Contact Runesfield, tell him he is relieved of command and that Michealson is now in charge. Then tell Michealson to hold the fucking line!”

	“Mr. President . . .” Bowden started, but then paused.

	“What?!”

	“Mr. President, what we’re talking about here is a minor setback. Our losses if we don’t withdraw may be greater . . .”

	“Is that your professional fucking opinion, general?! As I recall your previous professional opinions included imminent defeat in Iran, and Saudi Arabia, and the Ukraine, and Moscow. We’d have gotten nowhere if I fucking listened to defeatism like that. I’m sick of dealing with the fucking defeatists. Tell Runesfield he’s fucking fired.”

	“Mr. President.” Brooks now tried inserting something. “Mr. President, Runesfield is one of our senior most commanders. We should take his evaluation . . .”

	“I don’t give a fuck who he is, he fucking decided to quit! He’s a fucking loser! I mean, what would happen if I wanted to give up? I can’t go to God Almighty and say, you know what, sorry, God, I know you gave me this important destiny and all, but I just can’t go on because I’m afraid some people might die. Get over your fucking selves and find me somebody who will hold their fucking position!”

	With that Adam grabbed up a water bottle he was drinking and turned to head out of the room. Like some belligerent drunk he took a pull of the water bottle as he went, then hurled it with all his strength into a corner of the room, sending a spray of water against the wall.

	Manny, and then several other aides, rushed after him. The rest of us just stood or sat there, afraid to move.

	“What was all that?” I asked.

	“Stiff resistance around Vladivostok. The Chinese are supplying the defenders.” Fred rubbed his hands down his face. “I suppose I should go after him too.”

	 

	Most of that day, Thursday, was dedicated to trying to recover from the great web crash. The virus that had taken down so much of the web worked by infecting servers, and it turned out my own servers were no exception. Cassie and I headed over to the office, where we found most of my staff struggling to restore functionality.

	For the first time in months I dove in to get my hands dirty with actual labor. We worked through the entire day and into the evening restoring settings, recovering from backups, rebooting and rebuilding.

	Since most of the polls I conduct were done online, the outage had disrupted all my ongoing efforts. I decided the dislocation caused by the events of the past few days was too much. I told my staff to scrap everything in process and begin the cycle anew.

	Of more pressing concern was the economic forecast. The stock market dive that day was precipitous. There was some talk in the news of a run on banks, prompted by the fear created across the country when everyone realized they had no cash on hand and thus no way to buy anything without online connectivity. Such a run did not appear to be happening, but that evaluation was based on news reports, which I did not trust.

	I set Cassie with the monumental task of updating all our economic forecasts, taking into account the new baseline being established today.

	“I’m heading back over to the White House,” I said.

	“Why?”

	“To check on Adam. Moral support. I’ll probably just end up working from over there.”

	“I can work from over there too.”

	I looked at her for a moment, somehow still a little chipper. “Come on then.”

	It was after dark when we arrived. Adam was busy in an Oval Office meeting with Epstein and his foreign policy team. Cassie and I made ourselves comfortable in the big upstairs conference room and got back to work. Once more I dove into the grit of actual coding and model runs. Even without Manny showing up a little later to inform us, I had known the president would want some kind of economic report the next day. We stayed up, getting coffee and food at one point from the state juice bar. As the night wore on, I found myself putting together slide packages while Cassie kept tweaking the model and making alternate runs.

	“It looks really bad,” she said more than once.

	“I know that feeling.”

	“I mean, really bad.”

	“I know.”

	I took charge of the presentation because I knew Adam would not like this news and I wanted the delivery as soft as possible. Regardless of what happened on the front, the market crash today looked like it would promulgate across the economy and leave the US with either weak growth or recession for this quarter.

	It was past three in the morning by the time we finished. In fact we were not finished even then, that was just the point that I fell asleep where I sat. I think Cassie fell asleep after me, though she could not recall herself. We both got a couple restive hours before we were interrupted by the breakfast rush.

	Adam was up early today, or perhaps had never gone to sleep himself. Manny and an army of generals and aides accompanied him in, though the president ate at a table alone that morning.

	As always the meeting got put off, so it was late in the afternoon before the president saw us. In the meantime, we were able to get a nice lunch and take a last scan through what we planned to present.

	The Oval Office was left in preternatural darkness, for whatever reason. I wondered again at why Adam liked the lights off in here, but did not have too much time to think about it.

	       Adam sat at his desk with a notebook, looking over our report. By this point in the day I was acutely aware that this meeting was the last thing between me and a weekend, and that I might get away with not working.

	I started into an explanation of how the single day of data made for high inaccuracy and we could not be certain just where the economy might swing in the next week. Before I could go much further we were interrupted. The Week was about to culminate in the ultimate Friday Surprise.

	Secretary of Defense Epstein rushed into the room unannounced. “Mr. President. You better come see this.”

	Without a word Adam dropped the notebook and rushed out. All of us followed down to the Situation Room. I lingered in the wide doorway a moment, Cassie right behind me, then slipped in to stand next to Fred off to one side of the room.

	Adam rushed in and right up to the head of the map table. A young defense department aide was right at his side, talking fast in a low voice. The Joint Chiefs stood flanking Adam along the sides of the map table like a line of statues.

	Another aide on the far side of the room got off a phone and called out to Secretary Epstein. “Secretary Ruben’s office confirms they’ve been contacted by the Indian ambassador.”

	“So this wasn’t an accident?” Epstein asked.

	“That’s what they’re saying.”

	Adam listened to this exchange with an ashen face, then turned to Bowden. “General? Is this true?”

	“It seems so, Mr. President. We’ve just gotten satellite confirmation of the blast, it occurred at 02:20 local time.”

	“How big was it?”

	“Sir?”

	“The explosion. How big?”

	“We estimate a twenty kiloton blast.”

	“How effective was it? Did it hit the intended target?”

	Bowden used a hand-held control to manipulate the map table, zooming in on the disputed region of Kashmir. “Our latest intel placed all of the Chinese forces in the disputed territories at this forward base.” Bowden pointed to a location on the satellite map. “It’s doubtful anybody there survived.”

	Adam squinted at the map. “And this wasn’t an accident?”

	“Definitely not, sir,” Epstein said. “State has confirmed that.”

	“So,” Fred said, “is India going to issue a formal declaration of war against China, or do they think a preemptive nuclear attack speaks for itself?”

	“I . . . don’t know.”

	“I was being facetious, Mr. Secretary.”

	A silence fell over the room as everyone found themselves staring at Adam. Deputy Defense Secretary Middleton broke it with the question everyone was thinking. “So does this mean we’re at war with China?”

	“Not necessarily,” Epstein said. “The United Democracies charter establishes a defensive alliance only. We’re not obliged to join them in a war they started that was not authorized by the Security Council.”

	“No, no,” Adam said. “We have to join them. They’re in an existential fight too. If we don’t help them the United Democracies means nothing. Schwartz, where is,” Adam looked around until his congressional liaison stepped forward. “Craig, we will need Congress to pass a declaration of war under the mutual defense articles of the United Democracies.”

	Adam leaned forward and braced his arms against the table. “Zoom out, let me see what we know of Chinese troop strength.”

	Bowden operated the little control, zooming out the display on the map table and switching from satellite view to a more graphic-centric format, with a vast smear of red icons representing known units of the Revolutionary Army.

	Adam leaned over the map and stared at it like he was Dorian Grey at last come face to face with his portrait. The light from the table underlit his face and in so doing illuminated wrinkles and highlighted grey hairs I had never noticed before. He stared in silence for a long moment. When he straightened back up he was no longer underlit by the table, yet the wrinkles and grey hairs it had highlighted could not be unseen. I would have sworn he aged ten years in that moment.

	“Manny,” Adam said. His chief of staff rushed to his side. “Manny, I want a full evaluation of White House expenses. Don’t fire anybody, but I want you to go through and cut everything you can. That includes salaries, starting with my own on down.” He folded his arms and drew a long breath. “The American people need to know their president will be sharing in their sacrifices during the hard days ahead.”
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Chapter 22

	 

	THE RIVER OF LIFE

	 

	In the dream Adam stands in a gigantic office, with stuffed animal heads over the stone hearth, bookshelves up to the high ceiling, a wall computer interface straight out of Star Trek, a gigantic sepia globe, lava lamps and oil lamps and a suit of plate mail armor and a suit of power armor. He stands at the far side of the office, at its floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall window, looking out on a dark city with dark storm clouds filling the sky. He wants to open the window, to smell the fresh Earth and feel the cool wind and rain, but the window is sheer glass, no seams and no way to be opened. Somebody enters the office behind him. He wants to tell them something, it is of vital importance he tell them, but it is a dream and he cannot speak.

	Adam was still staring into space. He sat in his little studio apartment, quiet except for the low whir of the refrigerator, dark except for wan sunlight across the room. In a dim way that blurred with his dreams, he was aware of visitors coming and going and admonishing him to eat something. There were a lot of empty phrases, and like a dream he knows these phrases have been uttered without ever hearing them, and the world lurches on to another disjointed fragment.

	There was a knock on his door. Fox stirred, but, like his master, seemed uninterested in the outside world. Adam glanced about at his place, its impeccable cleanliness and order. He had cleaned it again that morning. It had seemed like the thing to do.

	“Come in,” he said.

	The door cracked open. Helen’s voice came in. “Is this a good time?”

	“It’s fine.”

	Helen Holcomb entered. Unlike her previous visits, in which she dressed in old clothes that could get dirty and be sacrificed, today she was stuffed into a pastel Chanel skirt-suit. It was not the kind of thing she ever wore, little less when coming over to Adam’s place.

	Following behind her was a shorter, plumper, more kinetic blond, and following behind her was William Lindberg. Since the election, the tall former army officer had begun regrowing his distinct mustache.

	Adam watched them enter and squeeze into his little kitchen space. They seemed reticent to approach him. He sighed and stood up, shaking off his lethargy. He managed to speak in a voice a few minor fluctuations away from a monotone. “You’re looking fancy today.”

	“Adam, how have you been?” Helen asked.

	“Same.”

	“Have you been eating? You don’t look like it.”

	“Yeah. No. No, I don’t think I have.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t think you have?”

	“I haven’t been keeping track. What is today?”

	“Tuesday.”

	“I mean the date.”

	“It’s the third.”

	“What month?”

	They all stared at him.

	“December.”

	“Oh. Good. It felt like maybe a lot more time had passed.”

	“When was the last time you ate?”

	“I don’t know. Probably those Thanksgiving leftovers you brought me.”

	Helen scowled, then moved over to his refrigerator. “Adam, it’s still in here! Doesn’t look like you touched it at all.”

	“I had a little bit.”

	“Adam you’re wasting away. Look at you.” She circled around the counter to stand next to him. With a mother’s concern Helen lifted his shirt up to expose his emaciated stomach. “Adam, I can see your ribs.”

	“Are you really here just to molest me?” He snatched away his shirt.

	“Adam, we’re worried about you. Everyone is. You need to eat.”

	“I’ll eat when I’m hungry.”

	“When will that be?”

	“I don’t know. Whenever.”

	“Adam,” she struck a deliberate pose with hands on hips, “promise me you’ll eat something.”

	“I can take care . . .”

	“Promise me.”

	There was a long pause. “I promise I’ll try to eat. Now if you’re done harassing me I’d prefer to be left alone.”

	“Actually we’re not done.”

	For the first time Adam’s gaze drifted to the other two. The buxom blond seemed to shine at him. Lindberg scowled.

	“Adam,” Helen said, “you remember my sister, right?”

	“I . . . no, to be honest.”

	All of Helen seemed to come to a hard stop. “Really?”

	“When did we meet?” Adam asked.

	“The last time we were here. Three days ago.” She leaned over to peer into his eyes. “You really don’t remember?”

	“I’ve . . . I’ve kind of been zoning out a lot lately.”

	The blond stepped forward. “It’s all right Mr. Hanson, you probably meet a lot of people. Emily Daugherty.”

	“It’s good to meet you again.”

	“Oh, Mr. Hanson,” she gripped his hand to shake it but instead pulled him in, taking his hand and arm in hers and holding them up for examination. “Mr. Hanson, you have lost a lot of weight, even since I saw you last. You really need to eat something.”

	“So I’ve been told.” Adam yanked his arm back.

	“Mr. Hanson.” Her arms started to reach out to him again, then stopped, then hovered there with no clear direction before she pulled them in to her chest. “Mr. Hanson, it breaks my heart to see you like this.”

	Adam started to turn away, waffled back and forth some, then turned back to her. “Why?”

	“I . . . Mr. Hanson . . .”

	“Oh my God.” Emotion flooded back into Adam’s voice. “Stop. Call me Adam.”

	“Oh. I . . . Adam. You,” she reached out for him again, hesitated, reached again, stopped again. “You’re our hope for the future. Who else is going to save this country?”

	“Nobody is going to. Nobody!” He started to say more, then just turned to go flop back in his chair. They stared at him, and he stared back.

	“What the fuck do you want?! Can’t you people just leave me alone?”

	Emily shot furtive glances at her sister, who strolled over to Adam. “Adam. I did not get you cleaned up and fed the day after the election and let you mope around all week just so you could come back here and become a filthy, starving mess.”

	He perked up, looked about, gestured at the room. “Mess? Really?”

	“Your place is spotless. You are a mess.”

	He slouched further down in his chair.

	“Oh, Mr. Hanson.” Emily rushed over to him. “Please, you can’t give up.”

	“Give up? I’ve already lost. What the fuck do you want from me? I lost. I was defeated. You want me to pretend that didn’t happen, to go on with some delusion that we can still win the election.”

	“Adam,” Helen said, “this is exactly what all those people who criticized you want. They want you to think you’re defeated so you’ll never try again. There are always other elections.”

	This got Helen a burst of fire in his stare but no real response.

	“We brought someone along who wanted to see you.”

	“Yeah, I noticed.” Adam adjusted himself to look over at Lindberg. “General.”

	“No, not him.”

	“I am here under protest,” Lindberg said.

	“Oh?”

	“Yes. I think you have the right idea Mr. Chairman, I also want nothing more to do with politics ever again.”

	“I’m glad somebody gets it.”

	“No,” Emily said, “Mr. Hanson, please.”

	Helen sighed. “Adam, giving up on politics does not mean starving yourself to death.”

	“Whatever. If not William then who did you bring? And why bring the general under protest?”

	It was Lindberg that provided the answer. “A friend of mine in the last Congress, who was smart enough to retire rather than run this year, has been wanting to meet you. She asked me if I could arrange something. I am doing so as a favor to her.”

	“You’re doing a favor to her as a protest?”

	“I am introducing her as a favor. I am in your dark little hovel under protest.”

	“So who is this that wants to meet me?”

	“You’ve heard of Carol Beckman?” Helen asked.

	This got Adam sitting up straight. “The congresswoman?”

	“That’s what I said,” Lindberg added.

	“So you have heard of her.”

	“She’s uh, yeah,” Adam said, “she’s Colorado, fifth district. She was one of the, the founders or whatever, one of the Republicans who organized the Tea Party caucus. We tried to get her to run for us, but she’s retiring after this year.”

	“Well she wants to meet you,” Helen said, “but we told her she should probably wait outside while we checked on you.”

	“She’s here now?”

	“Yes, that’s why we’re here.”

	“What she doing here? I mean, in Austin.”

	“She came to meet you.”

	“She came to Austin just to meet me?”

	“She’s on her way home,” Lindberg said. “She added a day layover here so she could come meet you.”

	“Why didn’t anybody tell me about this?”

	“When’s the last time you answered your phone?” Helen asked.

	Beaten and sullen Adam pulled himself to his feet. “Okay. So, should I go out and meet her or, uh, what?”

	“We’ll bring her up.”

	The congresswoman was accompanied by a pair of harried staffers whose looks of shock may or may not have been related to finding themselves in this place. Adam’s apartment was grungy by its nature even when he cleaned, and being a studio it felt cramped even without people in it. It made for a surreal meeting, which did not seem to bother Beckman any more than it did Adam. Though had it bothered the congresswoman it would have been hard to tell. Her face looked plastered on to the point where it would have hurt to stop smiling. Her bright red lipstick and bright red power skirt-suit made her shine in the otherwise dim room.

	“Hello!” She sounded surprised as she approached. “So you’re Adam Hanson.”

	“What’s left of him.” Adam held out his arms, fully displaying the ratty t-shirt and jeans he wore.

	She laughed at this, more than necessary. It was her only possible reaction. “It’s so good to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much.”

	Adam just smiled back at her.

	“If you don’t mind me saying,” Beckman continued, “I’m a big fan.”

	“I . . . I’m always glad to meet my fans.”

	“Your speeches are some of the most moving things I’ve ever seen. To have such passion to fight for what’s right . . . it really gives me hope for the future.”

	“I don’t think I’m anybody’s hope for the future.”

	“No, of course you are. You’ve got big things ahead of you.”

	“I’d like to believe that, but it seems God has different plans for me.”

	“I’m sure God’s plans will all work out in the end. We just have to keep faith and not give up on ourselves.”

	“What about you?” Adam stepped toward her, sliding into a stool by his kitchen counter. “You’re giving up on the Congress. We really could have used a few more wins.”

	“I’m not giving up on anything. I’m taking a consulting job, I’ll be helping to elect tea party candidates across the country. That’s a lot better than having just plain old me in Congress. You should think about taking that path yourself.”

	“Consulting? For the GOP?”

	“For individual candidates. You obviously have some experience with campaigning, and people recognize your name. Is it true you write all your own speeches?”

	“I . . . I wouldn’t trust anybody else to do it.”

	“The money you could make writing speeches alone . . .”

	“Is this just about money?”

	“Of course not,” she laughed that over enunciated laugh again. “We’re helping to advance the cause, getting good, moral candidates elected. It’s the same thing you’ve been doing the past few years.”

	“That’s . . . it’s something I’ve been doing unsuccessfully. Really, who would want to take my advice on campaigning?”

	“Oh, you sell yourself short. Here.” From her purse she produced a business card. “If you’re interested give me a call. No obligation of course.”

	“This is . . . wait, what is this?”

	“Oh, I’m so sorry, I got ahead of myself. That’s the consulting company I’m now a partner in. We’re always looking for experienced campaigners.”

	Adam just kept staring at the business card. “I . . .”

	“No pressure. Think about it and let me know.”

	When the congresswoman left Lindberg disappeared with her. Helen and her sister remained, talking up the offer he had just received and admonishing Adam to cheer up and start eating. For his part Adam fell back into his chair and heard nothing of what the two women said. He was once again staring into space.

	 

	That weekend Adam got another knock on his door. He was lying in bed, Fox curled up next to him. In his perpetual dazed state Adam walked the dog a lot, in particular after dark, to the point where Fox was exhausted and disinclined to walk further.

	“Come in,” Adam said.

	Entering into his kitchenette was a familiar face. Adam sat up. “Paula.”

	“How are you big brother?”

	“I’m . . . good. I didn’t realize you were in town.”

	“I came down to visit you.” She absently glanced through his refrigerator and cupboards as she spoke. 

	“Oh. Yeah, that’s right, you only visit me when I’m hurt.”

	“Unfair. You never come visit me.”

	“I came to visit you, just because you were busy.”

	“That’s not coming to visit, that’s you happened to be in Denver and could stop by for an hour if I didn’t have anything going on except I did so, bye, sorry, maybe next time.”

	Adam stood up and came over to the kitchenette island. “Well you’re looking good, you look like you’ve lost weight.”

	“You look like you’ve lost weight in a bad way.”

	“God, it’s been like, what, eight years since I last saw you.”

	“It hasn’t been that long.”

	“I think it has. I last saw you when I broke my leg.”

	“No. I visited you when you got the purple heart, when you were blinded by that thing.”

	“Yes, but I didn’t see you then because I was blind.”

	“Geez,” she came over to lean on his kitchen counter across from him. “Well in that case you see me all the time on Facebook.”

	“And you see me all the time on television.”

	“Well, YouTube mostly, but yeah.”

	“So I guess we’re on a once every four years visiting schedule.”

	“Hey yeah, it does work out like that, doesn’t it.”

	“Every presidential election year,” he said, staring into space. “Each more disastrous than the last. The elections, I mean, not the visits.”

	“Look at it this way, it can’t get much worse, right?”

	“It can always get worse,” Adam said with a deep sigh. “So what brings you down here?”

	“I heard you could use some holiday cheer.”

	“Hmph. That’s tough even in the best of years.”

	“Adam, you shouldn’t hate on Christmas just because mom died . . .”

	“I can do whatever the fuck I want!”

	It was the first time Adam had raised his voice to any of his well-wishers. In a way it was a sign of progress.

	There was a heavy silence while Paula fidgeted, seeking to restart. “Adam,” she said. “Adam, Mrs. Holcomb asked me to come down here and see you and cheer you up or something. She’s worried about you. Everybody’s worried about you. We hear you’re not eating.”

	“I’m doing fine.”

	“You don’t look it.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“Adam.”

	He took a deep breath. “So what do you want from me?”

	“First off, eat something. Come with me, we’ll go out somewhere.”

	“Where?”

	“Wherever you want.”

	“If I agree to come will you stop pestering me?”

	“No. Adam, you can’t sit around here forever moping.”

	“I’m not moping!”

	“Then what are you doing?”

	“I’m . . . I don’t know.”

	“Adam.” Paula shot a glance around the room. Fox stirred on the bed, then went back to sleep. “Adam, the reason I came down here is to talk to you . . . to ask if . . . I was thinking maybe you would consider moving back to Denver.”

	He fixed her with a gaze that unnerved her too much to go on. “Why?” he asked.

	“We thought it might do you some good. I heard you had a job offer for some consultant or something.’

	“It didn’t sound like much of an offer.”

	“It sounded pretty serious to me. Plus I really think you could use a change of scenery.”

	Adam turned away, no longer staring into space but looking intently toward the window. “I’d be leaving everything I’ve built here behind.”

	“Well you’re already resigning as chairman, so what is there left holding you here?”

	“Who said I’m resigning as chairman?”

	“That’s basically what you’ve told everybody who’s come and visited. Are you not resigning? Are you going to go back in and start running things again?”

	Adam glanced at her, then turned away. “Denver, huh?”

	“I’m still in real estate. I’ve already looked at some houses you’d love.”

	“I’ll think about it.”

	“I’m told your party has a Colorado branch. You could do something there, I guess, if you’re not gonna pursue this consulting thing.”

	“I said I’ll think about it. Is that enough to get you to stop pestering me?”

	“Are you still coming out to eat?” Paula asked. “The Holcombs said they could join us.”

	“Yeah,” Adam said. “Yeah, okay.”

	The mountains of Denver always had an ominous portent about them. They defined Adam’s childhood as a looming, unconscious part of the background. Returning later, he found they reminded him of everything he had sought to leave behind. It was like returning to a cage, accepting defeat. Each time Adam returned, he was reminded in an uncomfortable way of his failure to make a true home for himself somewhere else.

	This feeling was never more acute than upon his return after the election debacle. Flying in to the airport he was depressed, and he just got more depressed when he rented a car and more again when he got to the little motel and checked in. His sister had a full house with her newborn and was too busy for him to not feel like a burden.

	He was staying at a hotel in his home city, which was the most depressing thing ever, except for maybe the thought of contacting somebody he knew, like Abe or a cousin or some such, and staying with them, and thus being reminded of how far apart they had grown, about how much of a toll the years had taken.

	Tomorrow, he would interview at a political consulting firm, then meet with his sister and start looking for a new place. He knew already he was coming back here, moving himself, moving the party. It felt like a defeat, like moving back in with one’s parents.

	Adam sat on the hotel bed. He unpacked the book he brought, a change of clothes. He looked outside at the growing dusk. For a moment he considered going out for food, but the arrival in town had sapped his appetite. Instead he just stared out the window as the light faded.

	Seized by some thought, Adam got up, found a light at the little hotel desk and a pad of hotel stationary. On the sheet he started writing.

	 

	Blood is the essence of life, but a virus can only grow in blood, just like corrupting ideas, socialism and atheism, can only grow in the essence of political life, the democratic society. These ideas become a poison in the River of Life.

	 

	Adam leaned back and re-read what he had written, then tilted his head and examined it from different angles. Then he tore off that sheet of stationary, set it aside, and on the next sheet began writing in the torrent he normally reserved for talking.

	 

	In Hollywood, among the executives I worked for anyway, there was always this fear I sensed, that they were one screw up away from ‘never working in this town again.’ In Washington, I got the opposite impression. There, it was said, ‘you will always have lunch in this town again.’ No screw up was monumental enough to permanently end a career.

	By that spring, Adam was having lunch again. With the dispelling of the winter gloom and the arrival of sunnier days, his mood was buoyed. He was working at a job with a pay rate greater then all his past jobs combined. He was reconnecting with old friends, not as someone who moved back in with his parents, but as a success. He was writing.

	The crowning moment of vindication came when, more than ten years after leaving, he made a return visit to New York. The occasion was an in-studio appearance on Fox News.

	The particular show Adam found himself on was ‘the Mallory Hour’ with George Mallory. The eponymous host, with trademark grey flecked hair and strong jaw-line, was like Adam in his total lack of compunction against bombastic language.

	“For more on this abuse of the IRS,” he said upon returning from a commercial break, “we turn now to Adam Hanson. Mr. Hanson is a consultant for the National Tea Party, one of the tea party organizations singled out for investigation by the IRS solely because of its name. Mr. Hanson, thank you for joining me.”

	“Happy to be here.” Adam wore a new suit that still managed to not fit quite right.

	“Your organization is a little different than some of the others we were discussing earlier in that you represent an independent political party.”

	“That is correct, but we have also often found common cause with a lot of the organizations your last guest mentioned. To the point of this issue, the National Tea Party itself is a political party, but what’s at issue here is the Minute Men, which is a 527 organization under the IRS code, like all the other ones singled out for scrutiny because of its name. That’s the organization that is being audited.”

	“Now this is a full-scale audit.”

	“Yes, it’s not just that they singled us out to question our tax-exempt status, but chose to go forward with a full-scale audit. I believe they were looking for somebody among the various tea party organizations to make an example of, and as supporters of a third party we probably looked more vulnerable.”

	“You think they wanted to make an example of you?” Mallory asked.

	“Oh, undoubtedly. This is classic big government overreach, driven by partisanship. A massive audit could have a chilling effect on other organizations applying for tax exempt status. I think it’s ironic that the primary issue we have championed is an overhaul of the entire tax structure in America that would make this whole scandal redundant.”

	As he continued Adam smirked and something flashed in his eyes. “A value added tax would eliminate any need to sort out where political organizations got their money and whether or not they are supporting candidates or only engaged in issue advocacy. I’ll be honest with you, if I were the IRS I would want to destroy me as well. What the National Tea Party advocates is something that makes the whole bloated bureaucracy of the IRS obsolete.”

	The host nodded as if Adam were a DJ laying down a beat. “To what extent, do you think, was this motivated by partisanship, versus, as you point out, versus the bureaucracy protecting its turf from reform?”

	“That’s a good question, and I can’t say definitively. It’s a two-fer, isn’t it? Look, this is obviously an overreach by Obama’s IRS, targeting his political enemies, but really, should we be that surprised by it? People have been pointing out the overreaches of this presidency for some time, and this is just the latest, most egregious example.”

	“Do you believe the president may face impeachment over this?” Mallory asked with an unconstrained glee.

	“It’s possible, but let’s be honest, this goes deeper than one president abusing power. What we have to ask ourselves is, why do politicians, of either party, view things like the IRS, like the tax code, as a means to attack their political enemies? This cuts straight to two of the biggest problems facing America today.

	With expert timing the show cut from the wider shot on both of them to a close up on Adam. “On the one hand you have moral decay, and I know that phrase gets overused, but I’m not just talking about abortions or gay marriage or basic affronts to human decency, I’m talking about the willingness to be an upstanding person, of doing the right thing. Instead we have this view that winning, whether you’re talking about winning with money on Wall Street or winning with power in Washington, winning is all that matters. The ends justify the means sort of decay.”

	As he went Adam’s voice got louder and his eyes got brighter. “Now combine that with the other problem, which is expansion of government power. Now you have the means for corruption to get its hands on the levers of power and inflict all sorts of damage, because those levers, those positions in government have so much power, so much ability to affect everything about American life.”

	“I’m glad you brought that up,” Mallory said, “because it’s something I’ve spoken about on this program before, the perils of putting too much power in the hands of the government.”

	“Exactly. This is why the Founding Fathers created the form of government they did and why it’s so vital that we get back to those fundamental principles. There’s always going to be corrupt people, you can’t avoid that, evil will always exist, right? But you can minimize the amount of damage corruption can do by reducing the centralization of government. That doesn’t necessarily even mean government has less power in an overall sense, just that power is diffused among different people, different levels of government. But even more important, I think, if you want to reduce corruption like this, you focus on the source, on the reasons people become corrupt, and the key there is focusing on building a righteous society.” In a strange move, given that this was an in-studio interview, Adam turned away from the host and began speaking directly into the camera. It almost made it seem like his gaze was coming through the screen.

	“Other ideas, like what they call ‘secular humanism,’ are based in a moral relativism, this idea that there is no good or evil, that anybody can have their own subjective morality. There’s nothing that rots society more. You can justify anything with that. Serial killers, sociopaths, they think they’re justified in killing people because, hey, they’re the only ones that are real. Without an independent moral standard, when we reject God and the Christian ethic this country was built on and accept ‘secular humanism,’ then on what basis can we argue with the sociopath? His morality is just as good as anybody else’s. Once you’ve gone down that line of thinking then, hey, using government agencies to crush your political opponents, doesn’t seem like such a big deal, does it? Why not? The ends justify the means, right? My morality says it’s okay, who are you to say your morality is better than mine?”

	There was a pause as he turned back to Mallory, as if Adam’s diatribe had somehow left the host out of breath. “We’re almost out of time, Mr. Hanson, before we go, one last question. What do you think the outcome of all this will be?”

	“Well, there’s what I think and what I hope. It looks like the uproar is going to get the IRS to back down. I’m guessing they’ll decide to drop this audit. Which is good, but there’s a part of me that kind of wishes they would go forward, really put it out there and expose their true selves. I’m willing to see my own organization get hit with this if it means drawing attention to the corruption and government overreach we’ve been talking about.”

	“Brave words.”

	Adam leaned forward, reaching part way across the desk between them. “Seriously, that’s not facetious. I would love to see real action to start dealing with our over expanded government, even if I have to go through an IRS audit and a root canal to get there.”

	“And a root canal?!” Mallory laughed.

	“I would even sit through a marathon of Michael Bay movies if it resulted in real change in this country.”

	The host laughed again as he extended out a hand. “Mr. Hanson. Always a pleasure.”

	 

	Ever since Adam gave up on his dream of being a rock star, he had moved on a path that brought him ever closer to being one. He got more love from his fellows for playing guitar in the army than he ever got from any bar crowd, and he got more love still from all the crowds that followed.

	Or so Adam said in The River of Life. His book, which began as a political treatise, morphed during his first year back in Colorado, as the surroundings put him in the mind to reminisce. It became half dissertation, half autobiography, the two narratives intertwined as they traced Adam’s journey in life and the concurrent growth of his philosophies. 

	During that year, Adam reorganized the book, started over, put stuff back in, reorganized again, and was no closer to being finished. None of that mattered because he was living the rock star life he had always wanted.

	When Adam made that claim to me, I could not help but point out that his life sounded nothing like a ‘rock star.’ He still did not drink, was not strung out in an unending party. He had switched from his little hovel in downtown Austin to a little hovel in downtown Denver. He was raking in genuine rock star-style cash, but the money he made went into sensible investments and savings accounts. He still drove the ten year old car he bought when he was recovering from his broken leg. He still bought discount suits and kept them long after he had sweated them through into sloppy heaps.

	Meanwhile, he was making a living as a sleek consultant, giving speeches to fancy dinners in which he shouted about the dark future of America, and appearing as a recurring expert on cable news. To me he seemed way too straight-laced to be a real rock star.

	“Sam,” Adam said to me when I pointed this out, “being a rock star isn’t about drugs and debauchery, unless you’re a simpleton who can’t think of other ways to have a good time. Being a rock star is about being able to walk into a crowded room and instantly being recognized as the coolest person there. Not just the coolest person in the room, but the coolest person anybody in that room could possibly imagine.”

	“No, I’m pretty sure it’s about the drugs and debauchery,” I replied. Still, whatever Adam was doing at that point, it was exactly what he wanted in life.

	Adam traveled a lot in those days, to give speeches or make appearances at conferences, but he still had a little apartment within walking distance of his main work site, the Colorado branch office of the National Tea Party. Being a real political office, it had some amenities, including a nice little camera/backdrop setup in one corner meant for the recording of talking head television appearances. It also had a professional ad-man/documentarian on staff who, among other things, got to operate the camera.

	Although the camera setup was there long before he arrived, Adam was now its primary user. Every few weeks he would come to the office to appear on cable news. One day that fall, Rudy came in to find Adam sitting in this little corner.

	“Mr. Hanson, what are you doing here?”

	“I’m working as an overpaid consultant, what did you think?”

	“I didn’t realize you were using this office.”

	“Seriously, Rudy? You’re hopeless, man. You should get yourself an assistant or a secretary or a, uh . . .”

	“A chief of staff?”

	“Yeah, exactly. There’s a bit of consultant advice for ya. Anyway, I live in this town, the real question is what are you doing here?”

	“I’m here to visit, to check up on things. We were actually, um,” Rudy lowered his voice, “we were discussing moving the party headquarters up here.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. Ever since you moved up here it hasn’t been the same.”

	“Who is ‘we’ by the way?”

	“Me and Franks. We thought, since you’re up here, you’re kind of the center of all this even without being chairman. That and we’ve actually had more success here in Colorado.”

	“We’re about ready to begin, sir,” the cameraman said.

	“Thank you Bill.”

	Bill Dollman flinched, then smiled, shocked that Adam had remembered his name. Adam just smiled as the feed from the broadcast came in to his ear piece.

	“Joining me from Denver, former chairman of the National Tea Party organization, Adam Hanson. Mr. Hanson, thank you for joining me.”

	“My pleasure,” Adam answered the anchorwoman with a dramatic spin to the camera, prompting a smirk on her end.

	“Also joining me in the studio is Stephen Osgood, of MoveOn.org. Mr. Osgood, let me start with you. The government shutdown is over and, from a public relations standpoint, it’s looking like a disaster for the Republicans.”

	“To say the least.” Osgood, as a liberal counterpoint to Adam, had similar boyish looks and a strong voice, and the advantage of being in the same room as the host, but as always nobody could counter the light in Adam’s eyes. “But look, this was never going to end in any other way. The Republican bills that defund Obamacare were never going to pass the Senate and quite frankly would never have been signed by the president anyway. For the Republicans to have repealed Obamacare, their last shot was last year’s election, and they lost. Obamacare is not going away now, not without a veto-proof majority in Congress. This was not a battle the Republicans were going to win. The tea party has been driving this the whole time because they refuse any type of compromise, because they’re extremist ideologues.”

	“Wow,” said Adam. He paused, still wearing a half smirk, while the control room flipped things to bring him on screen.

	“You disagree, Mr. Hanson,” the anchor asked.

	“Oh, I was just wondering why you needed your other guest. Surely there’s some sort of computer program you could get that just reads off DNC talking points.”

	“Oh sure,” Osgood said, “resort to insults.”

	“You insult yourself, sir. I was hoping for an original thought, maybe some sort of meaningful analysis. Anybody can parrot talking points, but I don’t know why anybody would reduce themselves to being a lackey like that. Regardless, yes, this is a public relations disaster for the Republicans, but when has unconditional surrender ever made someone look good?”

	“This wasn’t going to end any other way, it was . . .”

	“I believe you already said that.”

	“Hold on, hold on,” the anchor said. “One at a time. Mr. Hanson, please.”

	“Yes. This doesn’t make Republicans look good, as a whole, but what we really have here is a case of the Republicans’ so-called leadership losing their nerve because of liberally biased polls that place the blame on them.”

	“How are these polls biased?!” Osgood blurted from off-camera since the shot was at this point solely on Adam.

	“It’s just like the sequestration earlier this year,” Adam continued unabated. “The democrats were crying about how the sky was falling because of government cutbacks, except it didn’t and the American people discovered they got along just fine without the extra government waste. The same thing would have happened here, was starting to happen, except President Obama, playing politics, decided to go out of his way to make life difficult during the shutdown.”

	“Oh, that is just . . .”

	“Please, please.” The anchorwoman had to intercede again. “One at a time, fellas.”

	“I love being interrupted,” Adam said, his smirk only getting bigger. “It’s sort of like being censored, you know. It’s like, when someone bans a book everybody wonders, why was it banned, I’m curious now, I want to read it. Being interrupted on shows like this is like a big neon sign declaring that what I have to say is important. Yes, curtailing government functions that were still funded during the shutdown, making life difficult, it’s the same kind of mentality from this administration that we saw earlier this year when the IRS was used to target their political enemies.”

	There was another scoff off-screen that Adam ignored. “Using government to hinder your political opponents, to make them look bad, is a time honored strategy. This is not the first time we’ve seen it from this president and I doubt it’ll be the last. Nevertheless, given more time, the American people would have come to realize just how little they rely on certain segments of the government. I mean, really, the federal bureaucracy ground to a halt and the country wasn’t invaded, the economy didn’t crash, nothing especially apocalyptic happened.”

	“That is,” Osgood started talking even before Adam stopped. “Can I respond to that?”

	“Yes, Mr. Osgood, go ahead.”

	“In fact, the economy was hurt by this shutdown, to the tune of about two billion dollars of lost productivity from federal workers, to the tune of about a hundred thousand private sector jobs that were not added to the economy. I’m talking stuff like delayed infrastructure projects, delays in import and export licenses that blocked the movement of goods, private sector lending that depends on social security number verification, all these basic economic activities that can’t happen when the government is shut down. No matter what claims you make about the American people coming around, the truth is this hurt the economy and the American people know it, and they know the Republicans are at fault.”

	When the shot cut back to Adam he was grinning wildly. “That was a fun little variant on blame the victim, wasn’t it? We need the government because otherwise we wouldn’t have all the red tape, and we couldn’t possibly do anything without red tape, could we? Eventually the American people would have discovered just how useless this all was and, with government out of the way might have actually started replacing it with, I don’t know, actual efficiencies.

	“But this is all contra-factual, because as we’ve seen what ended up happening is the Republican leadership gave in to short term opinion polls and betrayed the grassroots, the tea party, who were elected with a mandate to repeal Obamacare. So yeah, the Republicans look bad.

	“But for all that, you know, um, Mr. Osgood over there, you sound awfully smug in your assessments, I guess because some short term political points were scored for the Democrats. But I take a longer view. As I see it this is just more evidence to the real Americans out there, the conservative, grassroots Americans, that the so-called moderate Republican leadership does not have their best interests at heart, is not looking out for them, won’t do what they promised during their campaigns. I think in the long run this moves us one step closer to the Republican party abandoning these sell-outs and milquetoast candidates like Romney and getting back to its conservative roots.”

	From off-camera again Osgood said, “you go on believing that Mr. Hanson.”

	“I will, because I have belief, I have faith in American and what the tea party is trying to accomplish, and in the end that’ll trump your lack of belief, your lack of faith.”

	“Yeah, all we have are these little things called facts.”

	By now the camera shot had stopped swapping and just put the two of them next to each other in boxes. If nothing else Adam’s grin and Osgood’s scowl made it look like the former had won the debate. “A nice little appeal to liberal elitism. You throw around your so-called facts a lot as if they proved something, as if they weren’t just a bunch of ad-hoc justifications for your own belief system, which is the worship of big government. What I see is a bunch of knowledge that makes you think you’re better than everybody. I have faith, and real Americans know that faith in God trumps your empty book-learning and faith in government any day.”

	“Gentleman, gentleman,” the anchor said, at last interrupting. “Gentleman, this has been great, but we’re out of time.”

	Adam was still talking, his voice breaking over hers. “Will is greater than knowledge, sir. God willed the world into being. If he had tried to logic it into being we would still have nothing but chaos.”

	 

	In the hills above Denver, a road snaked upward through swank neighborhoods. Adam stared out the passenger window at the posh houses terraced along the hillside. Every one of them looked vast, a cavernous mansion, an overblown palace, a swinging dick status symbol.

	“I really think you’re going to like this one,” Paula said as she drove.

	“Why would you think that?” Adam said without looking away from the window.

	“It’s cozy.”

	“Isn’t that a realtor code word for something?”

	“Small. But you said you wanted small.”

	“There are no small houses up here. At best you might find a slightly less absurd one.”

	“Just wait until you see it.”

	They exited the clustered development onto a road flanked with open fields. “This is a pretty long drive,” Adam said.

	“Don’t make up your mind to hate it before we even get there.”

	“I can make up my mind about the drive. It’s really long. Is this place really in my price range?”

	“You’re price range is ridiculous, Adam, and this is a short sale. You’d be getting a great deal.”

	Paula turned off the road onto a long, inclined drive that crossed a stretch of undeveloped land. At the top, the drive dead ended in a little circle. The house itself sat on a steeper part of the hillside, with the first story garage embedded into the hill. The front door was on the upper floor, accessed by a rickety looking wooden stairway.

	“So it’s a three acre lot,” Paula said as they got out of the car. “The previous owner had the house custom built right before the market crash.”

	“It’s only four years old?”

	“Four and a half.”

	“It looks like shit.”

	“It’s almost never been lived in.”

	“Did they trash the place before they left?”

	“No, it just hasn’t been kept up,” Paula pulled the key from her purse and started up toward the front door. “It’s been in foreclosure almost the whole four years because of some lawsuit between the original owner and the contractor.”

	“I trust that’s all cleared up at this point?”

	“Uh-huh. You’ll notice it’s nicely isolated. The trees over there and over there mark the property line.”

	Looking Adam saw what seemed like distant tree lines in either direction. “I do like that.”

	“Let’s take a look inside.”

	She showed Adam around the place. It was, as Paula claimed, cozy, with a single big room taking up the front half of the house on the main floor and a couple bedrooms in back. Adam continued to half-listen as they walked through, his mind and eyes wandering to the front windows.

	As she started talking about the price, Adam broke off, walking across the room and out onto the front porch. He came to stand at the railing, overlooking the circular drive, the hillside, the city beyond. He could see the high-rises of downtown Denver in the distance. They rose up from a layer of morning smog being baked off by the sun. They looked mystical, like the distant towers of some shining castle.

	It was a clear summer day. The sky was empty except for a rim of distant clouds on the horizon. Adam took a deep breath and lifted his face to the noonday sun.

	“What do you think?” Paula came up beside him.

	“Hmm.” Adam smiled. “Yeah. I’ll take it.”

	 

	As the election season heated up with the summer Adam found himself often playing host at his new home. He held court in the front room with the expansive window overlooking the city. Sitting there, in that house, made Adam seem like a combination king and mountain top guru.

	The first visitors had been family, Paula and her clan, his half-brother Alan Jr, and some miscellaneous cousins. Now, though, it was his extended family, his real family. In June he played host to Rudy, Franks, and Derrick Holcomb.

	“It’s been a while,” Adam said as they shook hands.

	Holcomb pulled him in for a hug. “You’re looking better. Helen’s still worried about you.”

	“I feel great. This time off has been awesome.”

	“What have you been up to?”

	“Reading. Writing. Copious video gaming.”

	“You’re writing?”

	“I’m working on a book,” Adam said. “I give so many speeches, you know, but it occurred to me that they can be kind of, ephemeral I guess. I wanted to consolidate it all down, distill it, all the speeches I give, into a, well, a book.”

	“That sounds like a really good idea.”

	“I haven’t really gotten that far in to it.”

	They gathered in the front room with a big wrap-around desk overlooking the view.

	“So,” Derrick continued as they sat down at the seats in front of Adam’s desk, arrayed so that they faced Adam with the view as a backdrop. “Have you given any thought to maybe coming back to the party?”

	“I can’t say that I have. I’ve been too busy.”

	“Playing video games?”

	“Well, sure,” Adam leaned back and propped his legs up on the desk, “but I’ve working too. Consulting. Giving speeches.”

	“Speeches?”

	“Sure. Would you ever have thought somebody could get paid just for giving speeches? It’s actually quite lucrative.”

	“No, no, I believe it, you’re not the first person to parley a campaign into paid speaking gigs. I just,” Derrick looked down at his hands, “I never saw you as the sort that would settle for talk instead of action.”

	“I’m not, but, you know,” Adam looked away, falling silent for a long moment that they dared not interrupt. “Look at where action has gotten us. Clearly that isn’t my path, at least not yet. America wasn’t ready for us. I think the day will come when they are, but until then I can’t force God’s plan. All I can do is keep the flame alive and wait.”

	“You’re waiting for a sign?”

	“I am,” as Adam’s looked back at them his eyes flared. “It’ll come, I’m sure, I just have to be ready for it.”

	The trio exchanged glances. “Actually that’s part of the reason we wanted to talk you.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“You’ve probably already heard about Smith running as a Republican,” Franks said.

	“Actually, no I haven’t.”

	“Really?”

	“I’ve been keeping myself isolated, avoiding distractions. You know, when you haven’t heard of the latest thing and people ask if you’ve been living under a rock? I wanted to go find that rock to live under where you don’t hear about the latest stupid shit.”

	“Sorry,” Franks looked around for help. “Should, uh, should I just stop there?”

	“Mike,” Adam smirked and held out a hand. “That was hyperbole. You came all the way up here. Yes, I want the updates, gimme all the details.”

	“It’s bad news. All of it.”

	“Okay.”

	Short Mike relaxed, sinking into the big, comfy chair. “More party members are ditching us to run as Republicans. Lindberg is running for his old House seat as a Republican. A bunch of Roland’s people are running for the state houses in Georgia and South Carolina as Republicans. Rose is running unopposed for his seat, but he might switch parties before the new session starts next year.”

	Adam nodded without making eye contact. “That’s not the worst part,” Rudy said. “Erica’s people are backing all of them with PAC funds.”

	This got him a sidelong look from Adam. “Actually I think them leaving the party in the first place was the worst part.”

	“But this means our PAC money is going to candidates outside the party.”

	“Like it always has. Well, I mean, it’s PAC money so it technically doesn’t go to any candidate, but we’ve always been supporting Republicans. Now we have less candidates in the party and more outside it. This doesn’t really change anything.”

	“You’re okay with this?” Derrick asked.

	Adam glanced out at the city and wide, clear sky beyond, and sighed. “Well, no. I’m not okay with it. It’s not my preferred future, but, you know, we’re already living in my not preferred future. Fuck it, if they want to leave they should leave. I wish them luck.”

	“This is a major exodus, Adam. We’re talking most of your elected members.”

	“If that’s what they want to do I’m not going to stop them. I’m not returning to the chairmanship. It’s liable to kill me.”

	“The National Tea Party could cease to exist as an independent party,” Franks said.

	“Yeah, okay. Maybe that’s for the best. Maybe if we cease to be a political party we can reinvent ourselves as one of these, whatever, completely tax-exempt Super PACs or whatever the fuck they’re called, the ones with anonymous donors. Start throwing around some really big cash. Could end up better off, we wouldn’t be the little fish the IRS decides to make an example of.”

	“If you stay out, Adam, you should know, you’ll be in effect giving control of the movement, your movement, to Allen Rose.”

	“How do you figure?”

	“Because he’s the last elected official we’ll have,” Rudy said.

	“There are people loyal to Rose,” Derrick said, “and people loyal to you.”

	Adam threw up his hands. “Is anybody loyal to the party?”

	“Adam, let’s be honest. You are the party.”

	“That’s why everybody else is joining the Republicans,” Franks said. “Because there is no party without you around. Anybody left will be Rose’s people.”

	“So Rose sets the agenda. Is this a bad thing?”

	“He’s got some decidedly non-libertarian ideas,” Derrick said.

	“So? I wouldn’t call myself a pure libertarian either.”

	“What would you call yourself?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t think there’s an exact name that encompasses my whole philosophy. I’m an Adamist. Honestly, I decided to write to get it all down myself.”

	“As in, this book you mentioned?”

	“The book and speeches and op-eds and all that, everything I’m writing. Back when I was running the party I spent so much time on bureaucracy and paperwork, and all the rest of my time rushing between rallies and fund-raisers and campaign events. I didn’t have any time to stop and think and, you know, think in that forest glade, mountain stream, deep thoughts sort of thinking.”

	“Deep thoughts with Jack Handy?” Rudy smiled.

	“When a child asks me why it rains, I tell them it’s God crying, and when they ask why God is crying, I say it’s probably something you did.” Adam laughed. “I love those.”

	“Can we take that to mean you won’t be coming back?” Derrick asked.

	“Not any time soon. Having time here, to myself, to really think about where things are going, about what we can do about it, it’s been great. I’m sure this whole thing with the party and Rose and all that will work itself out. Honestly, I’m just not worried about it.”

	 

	That was what Adam told them that day, and on a few other occasions, but I suspect he was losing sleep over the direction the National Tea Party might head without him. Adam would never have admitted this, then or later, but I suspect it all because of his book. There is a whole chapter dedicated to the dysfunction of Congress. About the incumbency rate that let existing members default into life positions. About the diffusion of responsibility that prevents members from being held accountable, allowing them to at times campaign on things they voted against. About the gridlock that might prevent government from doing more damage but was no substitute for a real government system that kept to its boundaries and could respond to an actual crisis.

	It is impossible to read that chapter in The River of Life, knowing the context of Adam and the time he wrote it, and not see it as an oblique attack on all those running for Congress or state legislatures who had abandoned his party in favor of the easy route to power and prestige.

	As a result, I suspect he had mixed feelings about the ultimate outcomes of these races involving his various followers. His apprehension was enough that by the time of the midterm election he wanted to watch the returns, something he had vowed to skip that year. Yet the burn of the results in 2012 made him leery of going down to party headquarters for some kind of election night party.

	So that year Adam started a long standing tradition, inviting a select few up to his home on election night. Rudy and his now wife Nina, the Franks, and his sister Paula, kids in tow, were the first guests, huddling around the fireplace as they watched the returns.

	Greg Smith won a third term as a North Carolina congressman. William Lindberg returned as part of the Texas delegation, accompanied by former Texas Ranger William Forrestal, who had been acquitted of any wrongdoing on Election Day 2012. A half-dozen Minute Men joined the Georgia House of Representatives, while in the Texas Senate, Allen Rose was joined by former deacon Matt Kerrington. Kerrington in particular aligned himself with the anti-Adam camp of the party.

	“Extremists like Adam Hanson give the tea party a bad name,” he said on live camera at one point during the campaign, in response to a bombardment of questions from reporters. “I intend to represent all my constituents in fighting Obamacare and reducing the size of government . . . I support traditional marriage and I’m pro-life, but we need to focus on the economy . . . These fringe candidates who make weird comments about women and rape only hurt the tea party name. That’s not what we’re about.”

	“When have I ever said anything about rape?” Adam asked when Franks pulled up the video clip that election night.

	“Uhhh, yeah, but we did endorse and provide funding to some candidates who did make a lot of weird comments about contraception and rape.”

	“Ugh.” Adam sighed. “This is why I’m glad to not be fighting in those trenches now.”

	 

	The River of Life achieved limited success in its first printing. It was not until ten years later that it would enjoy a second life, rising in popularity along with Adam’s political ascent. Prior to that, it fit right in among the many political argument books cranked out every year.

	It took Adam more than three years to write. I think the main reason for that may have been a certain laziness. For somebody who had been in the military and later run several winning presidential campaigns, Adam displayed a strong aversion to hard work. Maybe it was just the move back to Colorado that put him back in the mindset of his teenage life, living in his Mom’s basement and drifting through the world in a lucid dream. During the years after the election debacle he had no party to run and was making plenty of money as a talking head rock star, which must have left him with little motivation to put in extra effort on anything else. The time writing was interrupted all too often by video games, or movies, or fantasy novels.

	It was also interrupted by frequent guests. With the party having achieved some success in the latest midterm, there were many crediting Adam with starting a successful movement, even among those who felt he was not that movement’s future. Officials and organizers he had campaigned with made the pilgrimage to Colorado to pay homage.

	All of these guests, whether they asked or not, were regaled with details about his book, spewed forth from memory. He let some of them read sections or entire chapters. Karen Geare, wife of Officer Bob, came to visit with her husband over the Fourth of July and wound up going home with a copy of the first four chapters. Adam would later credit her with coming up with the line that opened his second chapter and which he regarded as the central thesis of his book. “History is made by a minority with a majority of faith.” The last word at first was ‘determination’ and Adam intended to cut the phrase out because he felt it sounded to ‘after school special.’ Instead he took Karen’s suggestion and ran with it, reworking the chapter around that theme.

	 

	A majority of Americans find themselves lacking in faith. Not because of any deficiency on their part, but because they find themselves bombarded with the propaganda of a liberally biased media until it becomes part of the accepted background of life. I allowed myself to be carried along by that current for much of my earlier life, never thinking about where it was all going.

	 

	Adam goes on to tell of some of his experiences living on the streets of New York, in particular about the people he met at various homeless shelters and the tale of the night his car got stolen. Then he concludes with an interesting take on the nature of the news media and faith.

	 

	The media did not come by a liberal bias by accident. There was no big, conspiratorial meeting in the 1950's where some executives debated taking a liberal or conservative bias and then decided it all with a coin flip. Liberal bias springs from a desire to deride faith itself, without ever deriding the people who hold that faith. The reason for this is straightforward, people with strong faith are less in need of material gain, and people not looking for material gain are not consumers.

	 

	The media, paid for by advertising, wants more consumers and more consumption. While conservatives promote traditional values, including frugality, liberals exalt the place of everyone in a secular world which, lacking in spiritual values, must place values instead in the material world, which naturally must include material goods and material accumulation. Hence the liberal emphasis on economic equality, which in the end is about ensuring everyone has an equal chance to be a consumer.

	 

	The extreme political polarization now infecting this country has had the perverse effect of drawing people to the liberal cause out of sheer tribalism, a sense of being part of a group without any consideration of higher ideals. Lacking anything better to offer, but faced with the tribalistic need to destroy their designated enemy, liberals resort to attacks on traditional values, typically in the form of efforts to debase culture, to overrun anything wholesome or sincere as corny and lame. This is an extremely effective tactic, as eventually the bombardment becomes so incessant one forgets what quiet sounded like. We’ve been underwater so long we can no longer conceive of air.

	 

	The book’s most influential editor, however, was Nina Hubert. She was living now in Denver with her husband, and often visited. She read and reread all the different edits of the book’s second part, entitled ‘Governed to Death.’ In the opening of this section Adam admonishes on the present state of politics.

	 

	I realized, after our electoral losses, that my error was in diagnosing the root of the problem. America is less in need of a new political party than a new political philosophy. The differences are subtle but important. The difference is that a political party is driven by public opinion, while a political philosophy drives public opinion. Parties shift with the sentiment expressed in public opinion polls. Politicians rooted in a party ‘flip-flop’ and ‘tack to the center’ as the needs of the campaign and the mood of the public dictates. Political philosophies, conversely, do not change, do not yield in the face of public opposition, because they stand for something that is right, right in the eyes of God and the natural order of the world, not right in the eyes of consultants and focus groups.

	 

	The other important difference is that political parties treat government as an end unto itself. Even a party like the Republicans, with their constant talk of small government, still view gaining power, taking control of government, as their sole objective. They can never achieve small government because their goal is to become the government, and reducing the size of government would mean reducing themselves. A political philosophy views government as a means to achieving its end, which could be anything. One hopes, of course, that end is the protection and expansion of freedom, liberty, and the traditional values supported by a majority of Americans. If achieving such ends requires eliminating parts of the government, then a political philosophy will do just that, because the government is just the means to achieving that goal.

	 

	During his time writing, Adam’s harshest critic was Derrick Holcomb. The radio host did not seek out Adam at his mountain retreat. Instead, Adam made visits to Nevada to appear on ‘The Darkest Hour’ and would bring with him excerpts from his book that he wanted Derrick and Helen to read over. To his dismay, Helen always declined, saying she would be happy to read the finished version but would never try to edit someone like Adam. Her husband had no such compunction.

	“I like your chapter about citizenship,” Derrick said.

	“I hoped you would,” Adam said as they sat down at some diner for lunch. “We sort of hashed out those ideas on your show first.”

	“Uh-huh. You talk about all that stuff, which is good.” Derrick wore his reading glasses as he flipped through an electronic copy of the book on his tablet. “Different class of citizen, still have rights, not voting, fines but not deportation, required education level, all good. I like the idea of a test when you turn eighteen to get full citizenship.”

	“I think that was your idea.”

	“No wonder I like it.” Derrick turned back to his tablet. “Anyway, so you start talking about education here in general, then, uh, let me find it, we get to this part, here. You talk about how education once, what is it, you talk about how education should focus on building character rather than teaching facts.”

	“Do you disagree? How much of what you learned in high school was useless bullshit you can’t even remember?”

	“Well that’s not really the point. Shouldn’t it be up to parents to decide what kind of education they want their children to have?”

	“Did I ever say it shouldn’t be?”

	“Not directly, but the implication is that there is a universally superior method that everybody should adopt.”

	“And what if that’s true?” Adam held his gaze for a few seconds, until Derrick looked back down at the tablet. “Fine, I’ll look over that part again.”

	“There’s also this, I saw, in a later chapter,” Derrick scanned through his tablet some more. “The chapter on state’s rights. You talk, what is it, here, you say individual states are less important as political entities than as cultural harbingers.”

	“Uh-huh. Is this something you’re disagreeing with?”

	“Well,” Derrick looked up, “it seems to me the whole point of the states is as individual political entities that can chart their own separate courses.”

	“I didn’t say that wasn’t important. The point is that it’s secondary to states serving as hosts of different cultures. There are really ten or twelve different regional cultures in America, and those should be reflected in state governments. The politics flows from the culture.”

	“Sure, as you say, but you make it sound here like there should be a top-down effort to redirect culture.”

	“Should there not be?”

	“Well, you can’t impose culture on people, you . . .”

	“Liberals seems to have had a lot of success in that regard,” Adam said, a lower tone edging into his voice.

	“Except they haven’t, or we wouldn’t be sitting here now. Top down approaches . . .”

	“Are not a universal solution, I agree, but neither are bottom-up solutions. I’m arguing for both.”

	“Imposing cultural values from the top seems awfully draconian to me. I don’t see . . .”

	“Alright, alright. Let me look over that chapter again as well. Clearly I’m not conveying what I mean in that part.”

	“Oh, I don’t think your explanation is the problem. I think the idea that . . .”

	“I said,” Adam’s voice rose, “I’ll look at it again.”

	Derrick froze, trying to meet Adam’s intense glare. After a brief moment he conceded, closing up his tablet. “Alright, whatever you like. It’s your book.”

	 

	It was many years after I met Adam that I at last got around to reading The River of Life. My first impression was to think that Adam had not at all missed his true calling. The book reads much like a late night conversation with Adam, which is to say it is long, it is dense, and most problematic, it meanders between subjects in a stream of consciousness format. There is no doubt Adam wrote it, and little doubt that he cribbed much of it from transcripts of his own speeches. Most of which were probably better as speeches.

	In support of its launch, Adam embarked on a nationwide book tour with all the requisite appearances on cable news shows.

	“We’re joined today by former chairman of the National Tea Party, Adam Hanson.” The CNN host was a perky brunette with a lilting voice. “His new book is called The River of Life: The Foundations of America in the Twenty-first Century. Mr. Hanson, thank you for joining us.”

	“A pleasure.” Adam sat at the newsroom desk across from her, leaning forward, hands splayed out on the desk, looking eager.

	“I want to get right into this. The most inflammatory part of your book, that’s getting the most attention, is how you compare homosexuality to a spreading disease.”

	Adam stared at her for a moment with a blank look, then let out a solid laugh. “Man, I love these news show interviews, when it becomes really obvious the interviewer hasn’t actually read the book.”

	“Mr. Hanson . . .”

	“No, I’m not blaming you.” He held up a hand. “You’re doing what, five, ten interviews a week, people coming out with books all the time, you can’t read everything that comes out. Even every political book. You have to rely on the cliff notes sometimes. But we all know, the cliff notes never quite give the full story.”

	“Well, please, enlighten us.”

	“What I actually say in my book is that the liberal agenda itself is like a spreading disease. All ideas spread like diseases. It’s their nature. The problem is that whether an idea is good or not has no bearing on how virulent it is. Bad ideas can spread just as quickly as good ones.”

	“The idea of a spreading disease though has a strong negative connotation.”

	“Yes it does.” Adam smiled, and got the anchor to smile as well. “Yes, that’s intentional. Liberalism, modern liberalism, is a raft of bad ideas. I won’t say there are no good liberal ideas out there, but at its core it has three intertwined, destructive ideas. Those are anti-religion, a.k.a. atheism, environmentalism, and the economic ideas behind wealth redistribution, which we might call socialism.”

	“You name environmentalism as a destructive idea.”

	“Indeed, it might be the most destructive.” Adam sat up straight, his face now pale and serious. “Like I said, not all liberal ideas are bad, and there is such a thing as a good environmentalist idea. Nobody wants to live in smog-filled cities with rivers on fire. But the problem is, within the modern liberal conception, environmentalism has become anti-human. By that I mean it values aspects of the environment, like the current polar bear population, minor fluctuations in weather systems, the current amount of ice in certain places, it values those more than human well-being.

	“Hence we get ideas about destroying our economy, about reverting to some lower standard of living, in order to reduce our ‘carbon-footprint.’ I hope it hasn’t escaped anybody’s notice that the fundamental chemical process that keeps humans alive is taking in oxygen and sugars and breaking those down to water and carbon dioxide. The best way to reduce one’s ‘carbon-footprint’ is to die. That’s the logical conclusion to this line of thinking.”

	To her credit the host kept a straight face throughout. “You really think environmentalists want people to die?”

	“I don’t think most of them have thought through their ideas,” Adam said. “They just accept them as part of the total liberal orthodoxy. Environmentalism has become entangled with socialism. So what we end up with is these solutions to the non-problem of global warming that involve massive wealth distribution. Global warming is based on junk science and fraudulent data. The halt in warming the past decade or so has scientifically falsified the theory behind global warming. But liberals continue to push that notion because the point is not to save the planet or alter climate, it’s to promote wealth redistribution, to enact socialist reforms that a vast majority would reject if not presented with a crisis to which this is the ‘only’ solution.”

	“So the majority of climate scientists who believe . . .”

	“They do just that, they believe. This isn’t a scientific endeavor anymore, it’s a religion, it’s a core tenant of the liberal belief system. Scientists have built their careers around studying this. To stop now would mean admitting that much of their work is wrong, and humans are resistant to ever admitting they’re wrong, so of course we end up with these increasingly desperate attempts to justify the belief system in the face of mounting contradictory evidence.”

	“So, Mr. Hanson . . . I admit, you got me, I have not read all of your book.” Adam grinned at this and got a little laugh out of the anchorwoman. “But I have read part of it, and you do talk about a gay agenda.”

	“Yes, that is true,” Adam leaned forward again with a smile. “In the context of the third destructive liberal idea I mentioned, which is the anti-religious sentiment of the left. That’s what atheism is. A-theism. No God. No religion. The liberal agenda, maybe it was once truly about multiculturalism, accepting all religions, but somewhere that got warped into accepting no religion, promoting this vague secular humanist idea above religious beliefs.

	“The gay agenda is just one aspect of this. It’s about forcing acceptance. Not tolerance, let me be clear, but forcing acceptance, forcing religions to accommodate things that are antithetical to their beliefs. Abortion and contraception exist in a similar vein, where the secular humanist idea of what is right trumps the ideas of any religion. So any religion, any theism, that does not conform to the secular humanist ideal has to be forced into compliance or replaced with atheism.

	“That’s where the disease analogy comes in. A virus must first get into a cell and replace the cell’s natural replication mechanism with itself before it can begin making more viruses. These liberal ideas, in order to hijack our society, must first displace the natural functions of our society, our Christian values, our ideas of self-improvement, self-determination, the American dream of building a better world for tomorrow, these must be destroyed and replaced with the secular humanist ideals of total, enforced economic equality and religious uniformity.”

	In contrast to CNN, the Fox News host was a perky blond with a much deeper voice and a much different tact on his book.

	“In your book you talk about the need for American hegemony over the world. Could you explain a little more about what exactly that means?”

	No matter what the interview, or when, in the old videos Adam always had the same boyish, eager, energetic affect. “Of course. The central point is that this era we live in, really since the end of the Second World War, American leadership has built a world much better than anything that came before it, in terms of lifting people out of poverty, in terms of the human condition in general. For every war or calamity or social ill you can point to in this era, I can point to a past era that was worse.

	“So the point is that, it is not just in our interests, but the interests of everybody, of all free people, and I believe of course all people should be free, but it’s in all our interests to maintain this current system, this current world order. Part of that, a key part of that, is maintaining the supply of oil to the world market, keeping energy prices stable, and preferably low, because all economic activity involves using energy, and energy usage is directly correlated to standard of living.

	“Plentiful, cheap energy is the key to our current ability to feed the world’s population. And it’s key to a future in which more and more of that population moves from poverty into the middle class. So I’m not saying American hegemony is good by itself, but to the extent American power maintains this world order, maintains a supply of low cost energy, then to that extent American power and American hegemony are necessary.”

	The host kept nodding all throughout as he talked. “You also talk about the need to oppose radical Islam by, you say, any means necessary.”

	“Yes, part of the central theme of my book is the need for our own ideas to oppose the destructive ideas being forced on the world, whether those are the auto-cannibalistic ideas of jihad or the nihilism at the center of modern liberalism. The force being used to advance an idea, even a destructive idea, cannot be countered with force alone. The countering force must be backed by its own ideas. The idea we have to counter these disruptive forces is our Christian values. We can’t expect to win just by fighting against something, we have to be fighting for something.”

	“Auto-cannibalistic huh?”

	“Do you have a better way to describe a philosophy that thinks suicide bombing is a great idea?”

	“No, no, you describe it perfectly,” she smiled. “Adam, may I call you Adam?”

	“I would love if you did.”

	She stifled a little laugh. “Adam, you’ve been on this show before, and we’ve been following your work with the National Tea Party since you got started six-seven years ago. Would you say your thinking on these subjects has changed over that time?”

	“Yes, I would say it has. In particular the last few years as I’ve been working on my book and thinking about our failures in 2012. I’ve come to the realization that I was far too soft in my approach, my rhetoric. Part of what I’m trying to do with this book is correct that, to really outline what’s at stake and what we have to do to stop the spread of these destructive, anti-human ideas.”

	By far the most interesting book interview, however, was the one Adam gave to NPR. The audio file I listened to featured a dapper-sounding interviewer with a deadpan delivery.

	“Mr. Hanson, there’s been a lot of speculation you’ve been advocating yourself behind the scenes as a contender for the Republican vice-presidential nomination. Is this book part of an effort to promote yourself for the Republican ticket?”

	“No.”

	“Would you care to elaborate?”

	“Alright, sure. First off, I’m not sure I would even accept a vice-presidential nomination, definitely not this year anyway. I’m quite happy doing what I am now, and if I wanted to get back into politics I would start by looking to build up a third party, not waste my talents by attaching them to the floundering Republicans.”

	“What about a lesser post, a cabinet position?” the interviewer asked. “Any truth to the speculation you have been angling for such a nomination?”

	“No, that was not the point of publishing this book. My aim, from the start, has been to be the person who defeats modern liberalism. I intend to achieve that aim, and when I do, the idea of angling for a cabinet post nomination will seem kind of absurd.”

	“You truly believe you can ‘destroy,’ as you say, liberalism?”

	“In its modern form, that it might take on a better one.” Adam said, his voice getting louder like one of his classic speeches. “Yes, I absolutely believe I can. God has a path for all of us, and I have felt his calling. This is the path he has laid out for me. If someone feels that calling from God as I have, they have no right to sit back and say, ‘I will wait until summoned, I will wait for a sign.’ I am not waiting to be nominated, to get picked by some arcane political process. When the time is right I will step forward.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 23

	 

	THE WIDENING GYRE

	 

	I had a dream where I was a mouse, wandering across a vast field of red sandstone rubble. Pieces of the red sandstone were stuck to me, camouflaging me from above. I had to stay hidden, lest I be found by Great Cthulhu, who would capture me and eat me. I had to remain still, but not for too long or the Lilliputians would finish tying me down and I would be stuck.

	I awoke to the sound of sleeting rain. The power was out in my building again. I lay awake in the dark, unable to move with all the blankets piled atop me, and thought about everything that was crashing. Networks, utility grids, markets, war fronts. There was a world of chaos out there that I did not have the energy to face.

	Since I was often without heat, given the frequency of power outages, I had a plan for these occasions. I got out of bed, dressed as fast as possible, and left. Being out of power always meant I was the first one into work. It was closer in to the city core and had more reliable power, as well as a backup battery bank.

	On cold mornings like this, I would take my car, despite the recharge expense, so I could heat myself up during the ride. It was more depressing than the metro though, because unlike the still-living communities along the DC Metro corridor, the highway route I took was lined with the giant tenements of the Virginia special economic zones, with their tall, encroaching office buildings dotted with cardboard-covered windows, their crowded courtyards, and their thick layers of industrial smoke. Crammed in between these were the dilapidated neighborhoods, with husks of houses and trash can fires outside abandoned store fronts.

	Watching news streams on the way in was just as depressing. They were filled with stories reminiscent of the time after the oil spike, which were in turn reminiscent of a zombie apocalypse. There were images of strip malls and business fronts all boarded up and abandoned, in need of a single tumbleweed blowing through to complete the picture. There was footage of collapsed bridges or power lines and talk of failure to maintain infrastructure. Out west, another indistinguishable suburb of L.A. broke out in a couple nights of rioting.

	Had I guessed beforehand, I would have thought the great network crash would be a temporary blip, like power outages used to be. It turned out to be more like power outages nowadays, as variable as the weather. The computer war virus worked like a regular virus, going dormant and hiding after the initial outbreak, then flaring up again in a localized area. Localized, in this case, meaning an area of the web rather than a physical area. Various sites and servers linked by common traffic would get taken out in short bursts, and then be reset and recover within a few hours or a day.

	Also just like with a regular virus, the fear and panic this one caused were way worse than the actual epidemic. Fear was the proximate cause of the recent market crashes and the add-on effects of recession and inflation. As had happened after the oil spike, prices were rising across the board. I gave serious thought to ditching car ownership altogether. I gave out holiday bonuses early that year to help my staff keep up. Still, they remained edgy. Although my firm, and government contractors around DC in general, were holding their own, I’m sure all of my staff were thinking about what unemployment would mean. Right now, it seemed, losing one’s job meant falling out of what I had once called ‘the old economy.’

	 

	It was on such a morning, while I hunkered down in my office against the cold, that I got the first of a pair of surprise visitors to my office.

	“Mr. Adder.” Our receptionist poked her head in without knocking. “Senator Rose is here to see you.”

	Nobody stopped by unexpectedly to see me at my office. I just sat there, processing this, before I could respond.

	“Do you want me to send him in?”

	“Uh, yeah, yeah, please, go ahead.”

	Allen Rose was his usual straight-laced and big glasses self. “Sam.” He shook my hand, which I then held out for him to take a seat. His staffers said nothing as they took seats closer to the door, notebooks at the ready.

	“Senator. What brings you here?”

	“Sam. How long have we known each other?”

	“Oh, well, I believe we met at the opening of the Federal Center in Philadelphia. Going on nine years.”

	“I need to ask you a personal favor, Sam.”

	“Me?”

	“Yes.” He paused, swallowed, resettled himself in his chair. “I need to meet with the president.”

	There was another pause. “Okay,” I said.

	“Can you arrange that?”

	“I . . . wait, what?”

	“Ever since Mr. Hubert was arrested,” Rose looked down as he spoke, staring at his hands, “the president has been ignoring me. Ignoring all of his congressional allies. None of us have been able to get on his schedule.”

	“You talked to Manny about this?”

	“Mr. Badillo is the one screening us.”

	“But, well, why?”

	“We,” he ran a hand through his hair. “We had a disagreement about the future of the party.”

	“Really? I never heard about this.”

	“It’s about the president’s Permanent Majority initiative.”

	“I thought that was a federal program.”

	“It’s a block grant program, some of which can go to political parties for canvassing and demographic information collection. The census has had trouble tracking everyone since the oil spike, with people dropping off the grid. It’s a . . . well, sorry, I shouldn’t bore you with the details.”

	“Okay, so,” I paused, searching for words, “what does this have to do with meeting the president?”

	“I am,” Rose stopped, sighed, at last looked up to meet my gaze. “Well, I and several fellow senators don’t approve of the program. Or, I should say, we don’t approve of how it’s being implemented. I’m concerned this could cost us at the midterm. I’ve been trying for months to meet with the president about it, but I believe his chief of staff has been putting me off because he favors the program.”

	“Manny favors this? Why would he care?”

	“I don’t know, but he is putting me off. That’s why I’ve come to you. I can’t go through official channels. I am hoping you can talk to the president directly, tell him I’ve been trying to arrange a meeting. Tell him it’s very important.”

	“I . . . well, sure.” It was the kind of minor favor that was difficult to turn down. Even though I did not really know the senator, his trekking out to my office just to ask suckered me in to agreeing. “Sure. I’ll let him know.”

	“I really do appreciate this Mr. Adder. Be sure to let him know it’s very important.”

	 

	Most days, my afternoons involved leaving the office for a different kind of work. Just before lunch, I went over to the White House to attend the president’s daily political briefing. As typical with Adam, ‘attending meetings’ meant showing up, being around while the briefing got cancelled, then hanging around for a roiling dinner conversation in the state juice bar.

	A revolving but always sprawling cast was present for these dinners and lunches. The president and first lady played host to Manny and sometimes his wife or brother, Cassie and I, some part of the Graham clan, Craig Schwartz, Fred, Cory Spears, various domestic and economic advisors. Also present were a lot of the new, younger staffers brought in since the last election, the aides and adjuncts to the original inner circle.

	There was always a lot of consternation about the war. Everyone wanted to know if a full nuclear exchange was imminent. Adam refused to speak of it at first. For a few days he got away with changing the conversation, often by bringing in his new dog. The presidential dog was a handsome pure breed German Shepard named Arya who terrorized the original White House dogs, Eve’s pair of Maltese poodles, Mason and Dixon. After lunch, to avoid both the domestic briefing and questions about the war, Adam would take Arya outside on the White House lawn, despite the snow, and walk her through various routines. The dog loved romping through the snow, and Adam already had her playing fetch and playing dead. Sometimes one or a few of us would walk with him. Others would wait inside where it was warm, or else walk along but hang back.

	While I preferred the warmth myself, I often went along on these little sojourns. I walked alongside Cassie and Fred and Spears, half-listening to them chat while I stared at the president. I still could not get over how much older he looked. It felt like it was some kind of illusion, some confirmation bias in my mind, yet I could not stop staring. He had aged, and I could not quite grasp how I had never noticed. He walked with a bit of a shuffle most of the time, the excitement gone from his step. His left arm sort of hung at his side, the hand often tucked in his coat, shaking when he held it out.

	As days wore on the questions about the war become more insistent. Adam was forced to say he did not want to discuss it prior to changing the subject. This was always a bad sign, because his attempts to change the subject had become droll.

	He would talk about music, proclaiming as always the litany of greatest bands ever, such as Foo Fighters or the Pixies, with honorable mentions going to the likes of Pearl Jam and Guns N’Roses. He would talk about trying to emulate those sounds during his days in New York. He would talk about how much better movies were in the previous century. He would talk about the tea party of old, about how important his past compatriots like all the Mikes and William Lindberg and Helen Holcomb had been to him. Sometimes his ramblings would meander into epic stories of American history, minutia about Lincoln and Civil War generals and the foundational ideas of the United States.

	On all these subjects his move to start a conversation was more a lurch into a diatribe. Asking Adam about the war at dinner was a guaranteed way to hear for the thousandth time a meandering speech on the relationship between the microcosm of each person’s belief in God and the macrocosm of God’s belief in man, and how that all tied in to everything else ever.

	It was well enough, I suppose, since the young staffers were rapt as he waxed poetic. I had heard him talk about all these things so many times, with the same words, the same repeated phrases, that I was just bored. I skipped out on dinner whenever I could.

	One day, when I did hang around, I preempted any table talk by bringing up the subject of Senator Rose.

	“He wants to meet with you about the Permanent Majority.”

	“Of course he does,” Adam said. “He doesn’t like it.”

	“Why not?”

	“He thinks we’re being too ambitious.”

	“Really? How so?”

	“Oh, well, geez, Sam,” Adam paused to chew and drink and collect his thoughts. “It’s more than just block grants. We’re giving money to relocation companies so people can move, to where jobs are, but also to where people agree with them, to the states that are adapting policies they like. Really I intend for this to reshape liberalism in America.”

	I glanced around as if I were missing something. “How do you plan to do that?”

	“With something that gets past tribalism in politics and gets them at a baser level. Really it would be just fine if all the liberals would move to New York or California. I’ve already laid the groundwork that allows them to turn those places into the perfect little socialist hellholes their hearts desire. They’re half-way there in New England already. That would leave real America to get on with the business of establishing freedom throughout the world.”

	By this point everyone else at the table was leaning in to listen, and Adam’s voice rose, no longer directing his words at just me. “A strategy like that, the amicable separation, works fine, as I’m sure Senator Rose will point out. My concern is if these liberal bastions become such hotbeds of anti-war and anti-American sentiment that it ends up adversely affecting the war effort. That’s why we need a real strategy to reshape liberalism in America. The Nationalist party has already changed the face of American conservatism for the better, but the mark of a real lasting political shift is when the opposition shifts as well, when the terms of battle are redefined.

	“It’s important that America have two viable parties, at least two viable parties, to represent more than a single viewpoint, but America cannot continue with a liberal party that embraces anti-human sentiment. If my legacy is to have any meaning as a legacy, and not just a passing glory, then we have to remove modern liberalism from American politics. We have to clean the Augean stables. After that I intend to see liberalism reformed as a force for good rather than evil. That will be my real legacy.”

	After this, Adam seemed spent. He sighed and looked about until he found his chief of staff. “Schedule a meeting with Senator Rose the first chance we get.”

	“Yes, sir.” Manny stepped away, but as he did he shot me a venomous glance. I was startled. I could not remember anybody looking at me with such hatred before.

	“Mr. President,” one of the young aides to Manny inserted herself. “How is the war effort going? Is it really going to go nuclear?”

	I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. It was exasperating how, in the intimate atmosphere of Adam’s juice bar dinners, they thought they could ask him questions like that and not get his usual response.

	To my surprise though, Adam did not commit a brute force change of subject. Instead he looked at this young staffer, then shifted position in his seat. “There is not going to be a nuclear exchange. Not on my watch.”

	A hush fell over the whole table. Everybody was hoping he would continue, was afraid saying something would break the spell.

	“If the Joint Chiefs and all those armchair idiots in the media had their way, I can tell you right now, we would be having this conversation in a fallout shelter somewhere. They were ready to launch a complete strategic strike as soon as that first tactical warhead went off. I forbade it.”

	He took another bite of his salad and chewed slowly. For a moment I thought he was done speaking. Without prompt he continued. “All of my military command, the whole Pentagon, they’re all so archaic, so stuck in the last century. They all think nukes require retaliation with nukes. It’s a knee-jerk reaction with no thought to the overall strategic situation.

	“The Russians, they’ve fired nukes at our front lines, at our drones moving through their own territory. They nuked themselves! We lost drones, and a lot of good people, but they irradiated their own land. More Russian civilians died from those nuclear blasts than Americans. They’re hurting themselves worse than hurting us, why the hell would we want to stop them?”

	Again Adam paused for a slow drink, again leaving all of us edgy with anticipation. “A strategic strike would have just prompted escalation and ultimately strategic retaliation from the Russians. They still have all those submarine based warheads, so eliminating them in a first strike or countering them with our half-assed missile defense shield are just pipe dreams.

	“If I wanted to destroy America, the easiest way would be to launch an all-out nuclear attack. That’s just what the Russians want. They’ve lost, they know it, they would love to provoke us into some stupid move that gets us nuked along with them. If I had listened to the Joint Chiefs this would have been a total disaster.”

	“Nuclear war in India is not a disaster?” I blurted out.

	“You’re always so pedantic, Sam. What do you consider a disaster? Something you can’t recover from? Granted, they’ll still be tallying the death toll from this well into next year, but India will recover. With a billion and a half people you can suffer fifty or a hundred million dead and keep going. Pakistan is worse off. There’s nothing left there, no government or military to speak of.

	“People say nobody wins in a nuclear war, but how did they know, we’ve never experienced a true nuclear war. I’d say India won this one. At a terrible cost, but they did win. Either way, my original point was that we avoided any major strategic reversal. We’ve weathered the worst of the nuclear storm. By the end of the year, spring at the latest, we’ll have wiped out all resistance. Already, now that we have the Vladivostok port, Chinese aide has a much tougher route to get to Russian forces. They’re already feeling the effects.”

	“What about China though?” somebody else asked.

	“China is a paper tiger. In that sense India’s preemptive strike turned out to be a really shrewd move. I have to give them credit, even I didn’t foresee the advantage there. The revolution hollowed out the entire Chinese military. They’re like the Russians, an army of ill-trained conscripts and decaying armaments. They’re only real useful forces were those units they deployed to Kashmir and Pakistan. They concentrated all their best forces in one little area. It was a golden opportunity to wipe out any real threat from China in one fell swoop, and the Bharatiya seized it. I expect after Russia collapses, China will sue for peace.”

	“You really think the war will be over next year?” Fred asked. I could tell Fred was skeptical of this proposition, to the point that his question sounded more like a dare.

	Adam rose to it, smiling, and, for the first time in a while, showing that characteristic flash of fire in his eyes. “I won’t commit to a timetable, but we won this war before it even started. As long as free people exist to raise the banner and carry on, tyranny will never triumph.”

	 

	Adam was not alone in not wanting to discuss the war during those days, but I was hooked on the news coverage. I think that described most people at the time, apprehensive about discussing the war, lest that make it somehow more real, yet unable to look away from the coverage.

	I got my war news fix each evening while drinking at my little watering-hole-in-the-wall. I sat at the end of the bar with a scotch and watched news streams, or chatted with the owner, a short Filipino guy who was always wearing a sports-jersey shirt for one of the various Washington professional franchises.

	“I don’t understand,” he said, “why we don’t just nuke these guys and get it over with.”

	“That’s a precipitous step,” I said. “You nuke them, they nuke us back.”

	“They already nuked us.”

	“It turns out there’s a big difference between the nukes they used and hydrogen bombs.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah, I just learned that myself.”

	“But still, aren’t they gonna fire their missiles anyway once they realize they’ve lost?”

	“Maybe.” I shrugged, feigning indifference, as much to myself as to him. “Maybe they won’t if they think they’ll get nuked in return.”

	“But if they’ve already lost, why not just fire everything you’ve got. There’s nothing left to lose right?”

	“If you’re in the leadership, yeah, that’s true. The people manning the missiles, they might have families they still want to go home to.”

	“Hmm,” he nodded as he, unprompted, refilled my drink. “That’s a good point. All it takes is one though right?”

	As I found out, after many a stoned evening sitting at the end of the bar reading linked stories on my notebook, the nuclear weapons being used were a relative matter. To most people, nukes were nukes. That fall, I learned the full difference between fission and fusion bombs. I had not quite comprehended before that the two did not belong in the same discussion. Fission bombs were comparable to some big non-nuclear bombs US forces used all the time, just with an added hit of radiation. Hydrogen bombs leveled civilizations.

	The actual use of tactical nuclear warheads that had everyone in such panicked states, had all come in the week following the Indian attack on China. Aside from the exchange on the subcontinent, all the nuclear weapons used so far had been fired by Russia and detonated over US forces in remote parts of Western Siberia. The footage of destruction had not been as prevalent as after The Event, I think because it was harder to see. The mangled robots and vehicles and blown over farm houses were just dots against the vast, indifferent landscape. Aerial shots meant to show the devastation could only just capture the ever-present desolation of Siberia.

	The Russians had deployed about two dozen tactical warheads trying to stall further American advances into Siberia. Depending on the standard, US casualties were either ‘higher than every war since Vietnam combined’ or ‘a fraction of the casualties in Vietnam, which were a fraction of the casualties in World War Two, which were a fraction . . .” et cetera. It seemed the nuclear blasts were just being dissipated in the open, empty expanses of the steppes.

	Fred pointed out to me the big reason not to be so sanguine about this. “The Russians are doing the same thing they did to Napoleon.”

	“What’s that?”

	“They burned everything in front of his advance so he had no way to resupply.”

	“Can’t the army resupply itself?”

	“Well, yes. The point is they’re destroying their infrastructure, all the gas fields and such. They’re letting us take land in a condition where it’s no longer worth having.”

	The big name news streams preferred showing footage from the massive aerial battle going on above the Middle Kingdom. Its intensity was matched only by the media campaigns of the opposing sides. The Pentagon had unmanned fighters and bombers, including suborbital bombers that operated at altitudes high enough to be considered outer space, and plenty of footage from all of them, showing long, wide-angle shots of blue sky streaked with contrails, missiles zipping off to strike targets beyond the range of sight.

	The Chinese Revolutionary government, meanwhile, had similar footage from its own fighters, manned and unmanned, along with plenty of video that showed the wreckage of American aircraft, complete with English lettering, that they claimed to have shot down.

	“Going to war with China seems pretty stupid,” the bartender-owner said to me as I sat there drinking. “Since they own all our debt and make everything we use.”

	“Actually the biggest holder of government debt is the Social Security Administration.”

	“What?”

	“It’s true,” I nodded. “More than half the national debt is the Social Security Administration. The Chinese government is way down the list.”

	“Isn’t Social Security part of the government though?”

	“That’s what makes it all so confusing.”

	“I don’t understand why China couldn’t start, you know, calling in their debt though.”

	“Well it’s the classic problem,” I said. “If you owe the bank a thousand dollars, you have a problem. If you owe the bank a billion dollars, the bank has a problem. They haven’t even been selling US bonds since we declared war because it would wreck their own economy. Actually, we don’t import nearly as much from them anymore because of the whole trade war. Now more of it comes from India. Or the special economic zones.”

	He did not question this statement, but I was unsure how true the part about India still was. The carnage on the subcontinent was bad. After India’s surprise attack Pakistan decided now was the time for full escalation. They launched everything they had, and India responded in kind. News out of New Delhi stopped as satellites detected over a hundred atomic detonations in various regions.

	On the naval front, the news was better. The US Seventh Fleet had succeeded in sweeping Chinese forces from the Straits of Taiwan. The USS Independence and USS Freedom carrier strike groups were deployed in the South China Sea, sinking much of the Chinese naval forces that had been bullying the smaller nations of the region. Beyond its own land area, China could not project enough power to counter the US, which had established total air superiority over the South China Sea and the Yellow Sea.

	Then, at last, there was the political front. Adam’s approval rating as a war time president remained high, while most people blamed the current economic malaise on Russia, with their computer war virus and their disruption of fossil fuel markets. Nevermind that the disruption resulted more from the US invasion than anything Russia did. Their deployment of tactical nukes, for all the limited strategic impact it had, galvanized public opinion against them. A huge majority favored seeing the war and the abrogation of the Russian state to their final conclusion.

	As it turned out, for me and most Americans, nuclear war was just like any other war: news of horrific things happening in Asia while life goes on as normal.

	 

	On a nondescript Tuesday, I got the second surprise office visitor of the season.

	“Mr. Adder,” my receptionist said. “Vice President Sherman is here to see you.”

	As with Senator Rose’s visit, I sat there for a stunned moment. “What?”

	“Vice President Sherman.”

	“The vice president? Of the United States?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Is waiting, right now, to see me?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, yeah, send him in, please, immediately.”

	The vice president had a wide-eyed look, as if he went through life having just been electrocuted and retained a bit of charge ready to shoot out at some random moment. Entering with him was the typical entourage of aides and secret service agents who checked me and my office. There were far too many people for the tiny space, but they all insisted on getting in and being present, jostling with each other in the process.

	My own attention was taken by the other high-ranking guest I found joining me. Ronny Caldwell was the deputy director of the Global Security Agency. Like his boss, he cultivated an ice water demeanor, his face blank as he took a seat in front of my desk next to the vice-president.

	I managed to make the greetings awkward, gestured to a chair for the vice-president, then remembered to stand up and offer a hand to shake, only to have it hang out there for a moment while I wondered if I had breached etiquette or protocol, before at last Sherman shook my hand and addressed me.

	“Sam, how are you?”

	“I’m . . . good, Mr. Vice President. Uh, yeah, have I seat, please. What, um . . .”

	I became aware in that moment of the large number of people in my office staring at me. I had just been going over weekly reports and was not in the right state of mind to entertain a crowd. “What brings you here, sir?”

	“I apologize for not scheduling this in advance,” he said. “We’re trying to keep this project low key.”

	“I see.” He could not have missed my intentional glance around the room again at the staff he traveled with. “What, um, what exactly is this project?”

	“The president has tasked me with overseeing the party’s part of the Permanent Majority initiative.”

	“Yeah, okay, I’ve heard of it.”

	“Oh?”

	His voice sounded accusatory, giving me pause. “Senator Rose spoke to me about it.”

	“Really? What did he say?”

	By now I was completely befuddled. I was glad I had not been drinking before this surprise meeting, or else I would have felt even more scatter brained, yet at the same time I really wanted a drink. “He, um,” I started. “Uh, nothing, I suppose. He asked me to talk to the president because he wanted to meet about it, said he did not approve of the, or I suppose he did not agree with the approach the project was taking. I don’t know, he was vague on the details.”

	“Oh. Oh,” Sherman said with a sudden smile. “Yes, that. The president met with Senator Rose and ironed out the differences.”

	“Okay then.”

	“Did the senator say anything about our project itself?”

	“He said, or at least I got the implication, it had to do with census or demographic information.”

	“Okay. Anything else?”

	“You mean did he say anything else?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Um. No, I guess not.”

	Like his personalty, Sherman’s smile looked wild and electric. “The intention was never to keep you out of the loop Sam. That’s why I’m here now. I’m going to need your help.”

	“Okay.”

	“You’re company, as part of all the polling you do, you collect demographic data, right?”

	“To some extent.”

	“How do you feel about collecting it on a larger scale?”

	A certain cold dread was starting to creep over me. “How large?”

	“Like, Census Bureau large.”

	“Isn’t that what the Census Bureau is for?”

	“The Trickle Down Act reduced the mandate of the census. They don’t collect nearly as much data any more. Not enough to be useful to us.”

	“So you want me to take over the job the Census Bureau use to perform?”

	“No, no, Sam,” he flashed that wild smile again. “You misinterpret me. The Nationalist party has a giant database of registered voters that you helped build, correct?”

	“Yeah.”

	“So we’re expanding that. We want a national database of voters, regardless of what party they’re registered with.”

	“That’s still a massive undertaking. I would have to expand operations.”

	“The party has a large budget for this program.”

	“Well,” I hesitated. I was reminded of the beginning of Adam’s tenure, when taking on economic modeling had almost overwhelmed the original functions of my company. I felt my nerves fraying as I sat there, just contemplating what this broad new project would entail.

	“Sam,” Sherman said. “I would not ask this if the president didn’t have full confidence in you. If you don’t take this job for us, then when I report back, the president is going to ask me why Sam wasn’t put in charge of the database. What’ll I tell him?”

	“Oh fucking A,” I said, a phrase I had picked up from Adam. “Okay, fine, we’ll do it.”

	“Thank you, Sam. You’re an instrumental part of the Nationalist party. You know that right? We could not have done this without you.”

	He was already on his feet offering out his hand again. With some effort I stood and shook his hand. “My people will be in touch with your people.”

	“Sure, sure.”

	As the whole group filed out I found myself looking at Director Caldwell. I had been so caught up I forgot to ask why he was even here. Now it seemed both a deeper mystery and a total irrelevance. Once they were out I collapsed back into my chair.

	 

	The state of the union was, to say the least, not strong. For Adam’s speech that year, we held multiple day-long meetings trying to hash out just what to say.

	The crux of the bad news was the announcement of a new policy Adam decided on just after the New Year. On a freezing cold day, we had met in the big south conference room and laid out all the bleak economic news. Worst of all, I could tell from Adam’s beleaguered face, was the news that energy prices were at their highest level since he become president.

	“The energy situation will just continue to worsen,” Adam said. “At least until next summer. Any further offensive on the Siberian fronts will be impossible until the spring thaw, and until then Russian production is offline.”

	With that, he laid out the ominous new measures. Gasoline rationing, to preserve fuel for the military; energy rationing, to preserve electricity for the defense industry manufacturing centers; and price freezes on food, would all be going in to effect as of Monday, the first of February.

	“None of that will be popular,” I told the president.

	“I don’t do what’s popular. I do what’s right. If the American people can’t make some sacrifices now for a better tomorrow, then fuck it, we might as well all go down in flames.”

	“Mr. President,” Dr. Graham said. “There’s no good way to spin this. Are we sure something like this is needed? Could we start with a lesser measure, like tax relief?”

	“Right now the government is the only thing spending,” Treasury Secretary Chandrakant said. “Defense contractors in the special economic zones are the only places anybody is finding work. Tax cuts for them would have minimal impact at best. What we need is a reduction in energy prices.”

	“What we need,” Cory Spears said, “is to end this war. Mr. President, war with China is disrupting global trade. We’re . . .”

	“The war will end,” Adam said, his voice breaking from normal volume into almost a shout, “when we have won! Until then we will do everything necessary to bring about that outcome. I have read the Treasury reports, I have read the economic reports, I have read the forecasts. This is what we have to do. My decision is made.”

	I don’t think we ever got the presentation quite right. The impassioned plea for shared sacrifice Adam made got plenty of applause in Congress, but an equal amount of derision in post-speech reaction. In Boston, Governor Wilson emerged to denounce the rationing as a cover for the administration to punish those states that weren’t conforming to the Nationalist vision, and to question why we were involved in this war in the first place. Elsewhere, the opposition to rationing took a more direct, street level form. Protests formed around gas stations and charging stations and, in particular, the ubiquitous internal checkpoints, where a lot of fuel was wasted waiting in long lines of cars.

	 

	By March, the unrelenting cold and unrelenting work load had almost broken me. I had lost some key people, including Joe my PR man, to the recent call-up of reservists, and I had no idea how long before they returned. At the moment a hiring surge just meant we had that many more people to train. Server outages and crashes kept hindering everything, as did the occasional Metro breakdown or fuel shortage that meant I never knew when anybody was getting in to work.

	Early on a Friday afternoon, already stoned in my favorite little bar, I got a news update on my mobile about the latest in the ongoing rationing saga. The situation had taken a turn both dark and comical, and as I heard more, I kept having to stifle morbid little chuckles.

	Following the initial news cycle outcry and subsequent protests over the imposed rationing, Adam had gone to Congress with a new law. The Working American Response Act, or WAR act, established new, severe penalties, including the possibility of the death penalty, for war profiteers, black marketeers, and anybody else caught trying to evade or subvert the rationing and price freezes now in effect.

	Acting in his capacity both as the new rationing director and as GSA deputy director, Ronny Caldwell was sent up to New York. Using tear gas and military vehicles modified for crowd control, the National Guard and GSA cracked down on the protestors there. Within a couple days it looked like the rioting, and that’s what the protests had become, was over.

	On Friday morning, Caldwell’s motorcade left a hotel in Albany bound for a remote checkpoint on the Vermont border, where he was to survey the aftermath of an attack by a local crowd. En route the motorcade was ambushed.

	Explosives set off a minor avalanche that covered the highway in snow. As the motorcade came to a stop, gunmen emerged from the surrounding forest and opened fire. It was reminiscent of the attempt on Adam’s life in the High Rockies. Except in this case the ambushers did not have heavy munitions, instead being armed with thirty-eight hunting rifles whose rounds could not punch through the sides of the armored vehicles. This made for what I imagined to be a comical scene, with everyone in the motorcade ducked dow, and pea-shooter bullets plinking off the armored cars. Realizing the problem, most of the attackers, but not all, fled, which I also found funny for some reason.

	When the incoming fire slackened, those in the cars, as in everybody in the motorcade, up to and including the deputy director, leapt out and returned fire without taking cover, like they had jumped out into a movie. In response, someone in the forest hurled a grenade, which blew up right next to Caldwell’s SUV. As the smoke and blast wave cleared, Caldwell emerged, not looking back at the explosion like every cool guy in every action movie. He scooped up a rifle from a fallen agent and charged into the forest, spraying rounds. The remaining attackers fled.

	At that point, Caldwell sauntered back to the burning vehicle and collapsed. He was rushed to a hospital in Albany, where he insisted he would be fine. When a doctor tried to look at him he explained that, as a Christian Scientist, he did not believe in doctors and was simply going to pray.

	I’m not sure if regular Christian Scientists do not believe in visiting a doctor for bleeding shrapnel wounds in the side and back, but that apparently was Ronny Caldwell’s belief. Outside his closest staff, few even knew he held such beliefs at all. He bled to unconsciousness within an hour, after which doctor’s interceded, only to find he also had significant internal bleeding. He died later that day.

	Maybe it was all just sad and violent, but I could not help but laugh at the strange comedy of errors and irrational decisions that led to the deputy director’s death.

	Director Hemming was shaken though, making me feel like an ass. She tried to maintain her implacable face throughout the meeting that night, wiping her eyes when she thought nobody was looking. Adam was irate, stung I think all the more because of the similarity to his own near-assassination.

	He ordered both Hemming and acting-Governor Popovich to crack down on any further New York protests and invoke the harshest penalties under the WAR Act ‘without remorse.’

	The federal response came down with its full weight the following Monday. Driving in to DC for the afternoon White House meeting, I found unexpected heavy traffic. Every street was blocked and my car’s automated navigation system refused to even try any alternate routes. I was shunted through a circuitous route to a new checkpoint that involved armed men and armored drones, scanning the mobile or national ID card of everyone coming through.

	Once I was beyond this mess I found large swaths of the city blocked off. Global Security Agents had cordoned off entire streets in front of various federal buildings. Rather than struggle through further traffic, I set my car to return home, with a vague uneasiness it would ever make it, and set out on foot. As I went, I passed men in GSA body armor holding automatic rifles, watching on as others in GSA coats marched out of buildings carrying computer drives or escorting people in handcuffs. I hugged my coat tight against the cold and continued on to the White House.

	“What is going on?” I asked Dr. Graham in the Oval Office anteroom.

	“It’s an anti-corruption sting.”

	“What?”

	“Have you seen the news?” He indicated his own mobile.

	“No, I couldn’t get a connection on the way in.”

	“Well it’s just like before with what happened out in Aspen. Director Caldwell’s assassins had help.”

	“What does this have to do with corruption?”

	“No, sorry,” he smiled an odd smile. “The corruption was discovered when the GSA raided some New York government offices in Albany yesterday. It’s, okay, various state officials in New York helped these assassins get across the state line and it turns out they also had connections back here in Washington that were helping them bypass the price freezes and acquire stuff on the black market.”

	“Really?” I asked.

	“It’s amazing how fast that sort of thing springs up. It seems the same day we announced the rationing, organized crime moved in to start selling black market goods.”

	“Wait, why would organized crime be involved here? Were they selling gasoline?”

	“That and they were stealing stuff subjected to the price freeze and selling it for cheap.” The doctor grinned and pointed at my mobile “Read up on it when you get a chance. Looks like a lot of money was getting moved and a lot of people had their fingers in it.”

	



	

Chapter 24

	 

	REAP THE WHIRLWIND

	 

	In the nightmare scenario a foreign war with escalating casualties and radiation, and an uncertain course, combined with domestic shortages and strife, to leave the country teetering on the brink. It had become a reality, and over that winter it took a heavy toll on Adam’s health. He now had a staff of doctors checking in on him. He complained of stomach cramps and chest pain and a weird tingling in his left arm, all of which would come and go. They monitored him but could not agree on an exact course of remedy.

	So when the doctors decided on a treatment that spring, nobody would allow Adam to put it off. He needed a vacation. With the bitter cold of winter lingering into April, and a countervailing warm spring out west, it was decided Adam should spend some time at the Eyrie. He complained of all he needed to do and overruled just about everybody who pressed for this trip, but he could not say no to Eve.

	Of course for a president work follows along, but there was also a certain remittance of events. In Siberia, the remains of the Russian Army had hunkered down for the winter, while US forces consolidated their gains and launched bomber sorties hunting out any nuclear artillery left. A similar stalemate existed with China, where the air war over the Chinese littoral dragged on with no sign of either side gaining a decisive advantage.

	Our routine once we got to the Eyrie resumed right in line with Adam’s White House schedule. He spent the morning in the downstairs conference room, meeting remotely with the Pentagon brass. In the afternoon, Adam emerged and made his way to the dining hall, where his inner circle gathered.

	On the first day, the White House dogs, Mason and Dixon, moved straight away to Adam’s feet as he sat down at the table. “Honey,” he said. “Your mops are loose again.”

	She feigned a gasp. “They aren’t mops.”

	“Sorry, mop heads. They would need long handles attached to be actual mops.”

	“You be nice. At least they don’t bite like that monster of yours.”

	Adam smirked at this. “You can’t let ‘em intimidate you. You gotta just shout commands until it sinks into their thick skulls and they obey. That’s good advice for both dogs and Joint Chiefs of Staff, by the way.”

	After lunch, we headed outside for afternoon coffee on the veranda. Adam and Eve, and a bunch of others, took tea instead. I raided the mini-bar and went with coffee and bourbon.

	Eve asked if they could do a movie in the renovated theater room tonight.

	“Probably not,” Adam said. “I don’t think I could watch a movie even if I wanted to. My eyes are shot from staring at screens all day. Speaking of which, I have another conference this evening anyway.”

	“Adam, this is supposed to be a vacation.”

	“The president doesn’t get a vacation. I get a few hours this afternoon, that’s what you can expect.”

	“You know,” Alex Badillo said. “My new assistant has never seen The Shining.”

	This launched a conversation about ‘must-see’ movies, about which ones the younger staffers had missed out on, being ‘before their time,’ which ones Adam had missed out on because he did not have time. Adam himself listened without interjecting, his eyelids getting heavy, before at last nodding off in his chair.

	With the pleasant spring sun shining on us, I found Adam’s notion a grand idea. I ditched my coffee for a shot of straight bourbon, then slipped out and took an afternoon nap.

	It was Dr. Graham who roused me around five with news Adam was ready for the ‘daily’ domestic briefing. I knew it must be a vacation if he got enough time for this oft-cancelled meeting. Still groggy, I made my way down to the main conference room.

	As was standard procedure at the Eyrie, Adam enforced casual dress. Since lunch, he had changed into a ratty t-shirt from some past campaign. I still wore a baggy sweater, while Manny had on Bermuda shorts and a Hawaiian shirt.

	At the start of the meeting, Adam announced he did not want to discuss the short term. Since he was out of Washington for at least a week there was little to be done on the political front anyway, and since the long term looked better than the short, he wanted to focus on that.

	“Um,” I hesitated, then realized by saying anything I had committed myself. “Sir, the long term may not be all that great either.”

	The president just sunk a little in his chair, frowned, and stared at me.

	“The American people, they don’t forgive a bad economy,” I said. “I can pull it up if you want, but the gist of the latest forecasts, your own approval is still very high, by the way, but the latest forecasts show us losing our congressional majority in the midterms.”

	Adam drummed his fingers on the table. “Does Congress matter?” he asked.

	All of us sort of looked at each other for a moment. “I suppose,” I said, “it matters no more or less than it always has.”

	“Well, it may matter less,” Manny said. “We weren’t planning any major legislative initiatives in the next couple years.”

	“A Democratic majority,” Alex said, “could make our lives miserable, with pointless subpoenas and investigation. It would also be a setback for the Permanent Majority.”

	“Hmm. There is that.” Adam drummed his fingers again. “What can we do, Sam, to preserve our majority?”

	“End the war.” Only after speaking did I realize I had hurled a live grenade into the conversation. “The war is what is hurting the economy, Mr. President. It’s disrupted world trade and increased energy prices.”

	“Just closing out one of the fronts would be immensely helpful,” one of Alex Badillo’s young staffers said. “A truce in Russia would let us get oil and natural gas production back online. A truce with China would mean no more threats to shipping in the Far East and Chinese manufacturing would come back online.”

	“I thought we didn’t buy as much from China as we used to,” Alex said.

	“We don’t, but other people do, and in a global economy it all ripples out.”

	“China will be the easier side to approach,” Manny said. “Yuletin is crazy but the Chinese are pretty pragmatic. They didn’t even want this war. We could use Secretary Ruben since he still has contacts among European diplomats, have them act as go-betweens to start . . .”

	“Did I wander into a foreign policy meeting by accident?” Adam said in a raspy voice. He stared around at all of us. “The war situation is what it is. It’ll be resolved in its own time and not sooner. We have to deal with that as it is. So knowing that, does anybody have any constructive suggestions, or are we all just wasting time?”

	There was a tense pause.

	“Well,” the doctor said. “Maybe if we put you out on the campaign trail? You could offer encouragement and explain why the war is necessary. I don’t think anybody else can pitch a shared sacrifice line in the campaign without the president beside them.”

	This had Adam nodding. “Yeah. Okay. That’s a good plan. Let’s start looking into specifics, see which races would be the best, come up with a timeline for the fall.”

	I got out my notebook and started pulling up early data on various congressional races. I put this up on screen, but then tuned out. All I could think about were the broken-down houses and haphazard tenements I always passed on my commute into DC.

	 

	Dinner that evening was a sort of repeat of lunch. For all the first timers at the Eyrie, Adam launched into the tale of how he came to own the place, which through tenuous tangents got him on the subject of hiking in the surrounding mountains in his youth. He talked about all the mythical places his childhood imagination had invented, of the volcanoes and ice caves and mystic towers that existed as just reservoir pump stations and power line towers in reality, but that young Adam still made his mom come explore with him.

	After dinner, Adam was right back in another video conference with the Pentagon. Eve led a cluster of guests down to the theater room to watch ‘The Shining.’ A few of us, including myself, spread out through the rest of the house with our own work.

	I was still out in the great room, notebook in my lap, when Adam emerged and asked “where is everybody?”

	“I think a lot of them have gone to bed,” I said. “It’s almost midnight.”

	“Midnight? It’s only midnight. This is a vacation. Get everyone out here. Time for a nightcap.”

	“Really?”

	“Straight lemonade is my preferred nightcap, but have whatever you like Sam.”

	While Adam headed out to rouse the household, I made my way to the kitchen and poured lemonade into a pair of brandy snifters, adding a dash of vodka to one of them.

	It turned out most everybody was still in the theater, opting for a double feature that involved watching ‘The Stand’ and thus would have gone on all night. Adam’s inner circle gathered around him in the great room while the president started a little fire in the big hearth, more for atmosphere than warmth. As the almost two dozen people filtered in, Adam sat in silence, luxuriating in the quiet with his big glass of lemonade.

	There was a long silence. I stood next to the fireplace, leaning against the mantle and looking around at the young staffers and old veterans. Everyone was looking at Adam, perhaps wondering why he had gathered them. The president just continued to sit, I suspect enjoying the moment of peace.

	“When I was a kid,” he said at length, “and I couldn’t sleep, I would go down to the kitchen and have a glass of lemonade. My mom always had a pitcher filled with it in the fridge. It was her favorite drink, no matter what time of year.”

	He sipped from his glass and savored it for a long moment. “Did everyone get something to drink? Please, help yourselves to a nightcap, or whatever. Does it have to be a certain kind of drink to be a nightcap? Or just have alcohol? Or just be a drink? I don’t know how that works. Whatever, Sam ’ll mix something for you if you want.”

	“I’m getting frighteningly good at it,” I said in a low voice.

	Adam continued to just sit and sip until everyone else was settled again. His free hand dangled off the side of his big recliner chair, his fingers tangled with Eve’s, who sat in the padded rocking chair beside him.

	“You know,” Adam said after another long stint of quiet. “The two worst things for you, food wise, are alcohol and processed sugar. I’ve given up both of them. Which is probably why I’ve lived longer than my parents did.”

	He was staring off at the city lights through the big window as he spoke. A wane smiled crossed his face. “Really, it’s something everyone should do. Give up at least one. Tell you guys what, anybody here, I will buy you, let’s see, what will I buy you?” He tapped his glass in thought. “Oh, okay, if anybody here gives up alcohol or processed sugars, permanently, I will buy you a Rolex. Top end Rolex. Or another high end watch, your choice.”

	“A watch, huh?” I asked.

	“Yes, because if you eat healthier you will have given yourself the greatest gift, which is time.”

	There were some smiles and chuckles all around. Adam would remind us of this offer on several other occasions, but as far as I know, nobody ever took him up on it.

	“How about if we gave up fatty foods?” Eve asked.

	“Nope, no deal. You’ve already given them up. Plus they’re not as bad.”

	“Fatty foods aren’t bad for you?”

	“Not as bad. Not necessarily good, but not nearly as bad. Alcohol and processed sugars. That’s like ninety-percent of your dietary problems solved.”

	“Now you’re complaining about my diet again?” Eve said with an edge to her voice.

	“I wasn’t complaining about your diet. I meant you in a general sense. I was addressing everybody. You all, everyone, could benefit from eating healthier.”

	She gave him a little scowl, and Adam sighed. For a brief moment the room fell quiet again. This was interrupted by the sudden peal of a snore, like the sound of the whole room being torn down a fraying seam.

	Everyone looked to the source. Theo Morris, the personal physician accompanying the president, lay sprawled in a chair on the far side of the room. His thundering snore was followed by a moment of silence, then we all burst into laughter.

	This noise stirred Morris, who jerked back awake. He started to laugh as well, as if the joke was not at his expense and nobody had noticed him sleeping.

	“Tired, doctor?” Adam asked.

	“No, no, I’m good.”

	“He is tired,” Eve said. “You’ve bored everybody with your health food sermon again.”

	Adam flopped his head over toward her. “Are you mad that I was criticizing your diet?”

	“I’m not mad.”

	“You are, I can tell.”

	“No, I’m not mad.” The way she said it, we all knew she was kind of mad.

	“I’m sorry. Really, I don’t care what you eat. Gain weight, lose weight, whatever you want.”

	She shot him a sidelong glance. I noticed they were still holding hands.

	“Why don’t we talk about something else?” he asked.

	“Like what?”

	“Um . . . music?”

	“What about it?”

	“Well,” Adam set down his empty glass and scratched his chin. “How long has it been since we did a song together?”

	“You want to do a song together, right now?”

	“Why not?” Adam got up, crossed the room, and took down an old guitar that hung on the wall and that I had long thought was just a decoration.

	I could tell, in his unique Adam way, he had already turned around his wife’s mood. “What song?” she asked.

	 

	Two days later was Adam’s fifty-ninth birthday. It was a sunny day, and we celebrated on the grounds outside with a pseudo-picnic. A brief walk from the Eyrie to the edge of Adam’s land brought us to a copse of trees surrounding a little artificial stream. The little gathering was enlarged by a visit from some of Adam’s family: his little sister, his half-brother, and some of his full-grown nieces and nephews with their own children.

	Adam brought out Arya, who was quite popular with the kids. He put her through her paces, making her beg and fetch and sing. The last, of course, the children loved, all of them getting to take turns commanding the dog to howl, her mournful wail echoing off the hillside. Several of the adults wore forced smiles at seeing the kids learn this, but Adam just beamed in his avuncular way.

	I ended up playing badminton with some of the kids while patio tables were hauled over from the veranda to be set up for lunch. Eve had sets of red and white checkered tablecloths and a series of wicker picnic baskets arranged in an effort to make the gathering postcard perfect.

	After the sandwiches and potato salad were gone, the children were again unleashed on the vast lawn, and Adam moved his lawn chair out to get some sunlight and take in an optimal view of the mountains and the city.

	Paula moved one of the folding chairs to sit next to her brother, glancing over her shoulder the whole while to monitor the kids, who had ventured into the less manicured areas further up the hillside.

	“Adam.” Paula sat down next to him.

	“Paula, how are you?”

	“I was hoping to get a chance to talk to you today.”

	“Sure, of course. When was the last time we had a chance to talk?”

	“I, um,” she was avoiding looking at him. “ I don’t know. Listen. I don’t meant to impose on your birthday . . .”

	“No imposition. Go ahead, what’s the problem?”

	“I . . . I saw something, a few weeks back. It’s had me really frightened ever since.”

	“Oh?”

	Paula collected herself and looked up. “This was a few weeks ago. I was over one night at Jordan’s, babysitting the grandchildren for the night, and I went over there instead of bringing them to our place because we’re remodeling the . . . sorry.”

	She fidgeted a bit with a nearby picnic basket, then restarted. “The point is, late that night, like after dark but not that late, we started hearing all these noises outside. I went outside and I saw there were a bunch of vans in the street labeled G.S.A. I saw men in, um, like, combat vests, you know, the, uh, the bullet proof vests, with rifles. They were kicking in doors to some of the houses down the street, and I saw a bunch of others, other people in combat gear, coming up the street.”

	Her tone had started low, but now grew even softer. “They brought people out of their houses, in handcuffs, some of them were in, like, their pajamas or whatever. I saw them bring out whole families, even little kids, and they loaded them into the vans. One of the G.S.A. men, I think, he was wearing a suit, he came up and told me I should get inside for safety. I asked him what was going on but he wouldn’t tell me and just said I should get inside.”

	When Paula finished a silence fell over the little gathering. A mountain breeze rustled the trees, punctuated by shouts from the kids far up the slope. Adam just stared ahead, looking more confused than anything.

	“This isn’t the only time it’s happened,” Paula said. “A friend of mine, Henrietta, I think you met her once, she told me about something similar happening in her neighborhood. They even took some of her friends, some couples she had known for years. Adam . . .”

	He turned to her with menacing fire in his eyes. “So?”

	She just stared at him, confused. “What?”

	“Do you have any idea what’s happening in this country right now?”

	“Adam.”

	“I am fighting a war here, and not just against China or Russia. There is a war being waged by liberals and atheists and anti-Americans who want to destroy me so badly they’ll bring down the entire country to do so.” His eyes flashed at their highest intensity.

	“Have you seen what’s been happening? There are rioters in New York and on the west coast trying to overthrow the government! They assassinated one of my officials! These aren’t things that just spontaneously happen! There’s an organization, an underground terrorist force in this country trying to destroy it from within. There are people throughout the country providing money and support to these anarchists or revolutionaries or whatever the fuck you want to call them. They’re war profiteers, making money on the black market, robbing real Americans, like your family, like Henrietta’s family, and using that money to fund domestic terrorists! Now you’re gonna get sentimental on me because they got arrested for what they did?”

	“Adam.” Paula was on the verge of tears. She glanced up the hill, I imagine wondering if Adam’s shouting had drawn her grandchildren back, but it seemed they were absorbed in something up there and had not noticed.

	“Seriously,” Adam turned away. “Fuck those people!”

	“Adam, it was entire families.”

	“Well yeah, if both parents are criminals, are they just supposed to take them and leave the kids alone in the house? What did you expect? I’m sorry for those kids, to have such shitty parents, but what else can we do? Like I said, this is a war! One day it’ll be over, but until then we can’t get sentimental about what has to be done. We . . .”

	Paula by now was on her feet. She started to walk away. Adam continued his rant for a moment but then trailed off, watching her go. She walked faster, then ran, crossing the large field to the house and disappearing inside.

	By now everyone else was silent and staring. Adam sank back down in his chair. Eve rushed over to his side and put a hand on his. Everyone else just stood there, watching the first couple or staring off into space.

	I drew a deep breath and went to see if there was any food left. I claimed one of the few remaining sandwiches and sat down under a tree to eat it. I watched while several people wandered up the hill after the kids and a few drifted into little conversation groups. Eve went with one of these, leaving Adam to sit and stare.

	At last, I got up and made my way back to the Eyrie and into the kitchen.

	Somewhat to my surprise I found Paula and Jordan, Adam’s nephew, in here. She stood hunched over the counter, head drooped, her son beside her with one hand on her back.

	“Sorry.” I mouthed the word and started to slip back out.

	“It’s okay,” Jordan said.

	I hesitated, then slipped across to the wet bar.

	“You, uh,” Paula said, “mister . . .”

	I realized she was talking to me. I turned around with a confused look.

	“Phil?” She tried a guess.

	“Sam.”

	“Sam. You work with Adam, right?”

	“I do.”

	“How did it get so bad?”

	I glanced between them, uncertain if I should respond. “What do you mean?”

	“You haven’t noticed? He’s so cold. He wasn’t always this way.”

	“I, uh, I don’t know.”

	She leaned her head back down again. “His demons are devouring him,” she said. Then with a glance at me she added, “Don’t tell him I said that.”

	I took another deep breath and a long pull on my drink.

	Most of the local guests left that afternoon. At dusk the rest of us headed up to Winterfell. This was the time of day to be up here, with the mountains on fire from the sunset in one direction, the lights of the city sparking to life in the other.

	Trays of champagne were brought out, along with some sparkling nonalcoholic grape juice for the first couple, and of course a giant cake. We carved it up and ate as the last of the sunlight disappeared.

	“I am not looking forward to going back to Washington,” Adam said, staring at the vertiginous drop and the lights of Denver beyond. “If for no other reason than the uniform.”

	“Uniform?” a young staffer asked.

	“I mean wearing a suit. It’s basically the same as wearing a military uniform. It’s stiff and looks good but, man, it’s so much nicer out here, not worrying about that.” He looked around at all of us, dressed casually as we were. “People think of suits as being something you buy one of and keep it nice while t-shirts are something to be worn and discarded, but for me it’s always been the opposite. I can go on wearing comfortable shirts forever, but I ruin several suits a year. It’s ridiculous.”

	“You could stop wearing a suit,” Kris, Dr. Graham’s deputy, said. Coming from a PR person this was a little surprising, and she shrugged at the shocked looks. “It’s not like there’s a law.”

	Adam smirked. “Except it’s exactly like there’s a law. There isn’t a law, but it’s like there is. One day though. One day these wars will be over and I can retire my suits for good, and then I’ll be out of office and my successor will take over and I’ll retire out here and write my memoirs and start a presidential library and play video games and write rock operas.”

	“Do you think the war will be over when your term is up?”

	This got her a hard stare. “The war will be over when we’ve won.”

	Eve must have sensed the shift in mood, another emergence of the storm Paula had brought out earlier in the day. “Do you think we should live here after your term is up? This place is so big. I think if we lived here all the time it might start to . . . I don’t know, it just wouldn’t be cozy.”

	“We could get a smaller place,” Adam said. “Either way. I don’t know, I hate to think what they’ll do with this place later, after we sell it or after I’ve died or whatever. It would suck if they turned it into a museum.”

	“It would?”

	“It would just be weird. Imagine a tour guide coming through right where you’re standing now. ‘This is where they came and stood for special celebrations. This is where they all ate breakfast. This is where President Hanson met with his brain trust.’ I just, thinking about it is almost too much.”

	“What would you have done with it then?” I asked.

	“I don’t know. Maybe Eve and I should be interred here, and when we’re both gone they can burn the whole place, with all our stuff and our bodies inside.”

	“What?” Eve said.

	“Just imagine it. I think it would make a beautiful funeral pyre.”

	 

	When we returned to Washington it felt as though somebody had flipped a switch. The cold weather had been replaced by a spring heat wave. I found my staff overextending our air conditioning system. I cursed at the expense but could not begrudge them the decision. Our work on the database had reached the next phase, where we began taking all the voter databases from the national level party, state parties, public census info, and our own disparate in-house databases and integrating them into one monster system. There were a lot of extra hours being put in, and a lot of server usage.

	In Asia the stalemate continued. Adam invited the Indian ambassador to the White House for a conference in the hope of getting them to commit troops for a potential invasion of Manchuria. Ambassador Atahara revealed he had not been back to his country since the previous year, since before the October nuclear exchange, such was the state of chaos. At the moment, they were trying to restore order to the radioactive devastation they had made of Pakistan, recovering in their own regions of fallout, and fighting a defensive air war against Chinese long range bombers coming over the Himalayas.

	“It is the position of my government,” Atahara said, “that the United Democracies should begin negotiations with the Asian bloc. Prime Minster Hodi proposes a conference to discuss terms of a peace treaty.”

	Adam grimaced. “I would be reticent to hold any conference now that the whole war has gone nuclear. It would become too tempting a target.”

	“Then perhaps on neutral ground. The European Union could act as mediators . . .”

	“With all due respect, which is to say no respect at all, I don’t want the European Union involved. Their idea of negotiation is surrender. Regardless, a conference is unnecessary now. Once we’ve completely defeated Russia and China we can hold a conference to negotiate the terms of their surrender.”

	From this meeting, Adam headed straight to a planning session at the Pentagon. Like the conference with the Indian ambassador, I got the scoop from Fred.

	“It’s called Operation Electric Storm.”

	“Does it involve some form of cyber-attack then?” I asked as we sat in my office, the official occasion being my showing off my new mini-bar.

	“No, that’s just a code name,” Fred took a slow drink, then twirled around the liquid in his glass. “It’s a drive through Chinese Manchuria to seize Beijing. The Second Infantry Division and their attached drone brigades would be diverted to the assault.”

	“That sounds ambitious. Does this happen after the Trans-Siberian railroad is secured?”

	“No, they would be concurrent. This is an additional theater of operations being opened.”

	I paused to take a drink. “Fred? Should you really be telling me all this?”

	“Sam, I tell you a lot that I shouldn’t be.”

	“Can I ask why?”

	“I have to tell somebody. Somebody who will listen. For my own sanity.”

	“Nobody at the Pentagon listens?”

	“They listen to the president.”

	I nodded, understanding just what he meant. “Are you gonna get in trouble though? Or both of us, for that matter?”

	“We’re all in trouble, Sam.”

	Another drink. “This is definitely happening, this operation?”

	“No. All the details are still being worked. But the president is determined to launch a ground invasion of China, to eliminate them from the war.”

	“Of course he is.”

	Fred was staring down, avoiding eye contact.

	“Fred?” I started, stopped, tried to put my thoughts in order. “Should we have tried harder, a year ago, should we have tried harder to talk the president out of launching this invasion?”

	“Hindsight is twenty-twenty. I didn’t think any of this would really happen. Maybe I let Adam’s optimism get to me.”

	“Yeah, I couldn’t bring myself to really try talking him out of it either. I ended up sort of half-assing it.”

	“There’s a lot of dead people. But there’s a lot of blame to go around too. We should probably keep that in mind.”

	I finished off my drink and began considering another. Fred was still not meeting my gaze. “I learned something else today, Sam.”

	“Oh?”

	“It’s something else we shouldn’t talk about. Actually, I don’t even want to talk about it. But it’s something I will never forget.”

	“Alright then. Is there anything we can do now? About this war or whatever?”

	He just shook his head. “I think we’re in it to the end.”

	 

	At work, a bunch of people followed Joe Lloyd on various social streams. Being the president’s step-son gave him a little celebrity, experience as a public relations man made him prolific online, and being an army supply officer in an active war zone made him interesting. There were a lot of pictures posted over the past few months of what had once been a North Korean army base, but was now a giant staging center for the Second Infantry Division.

	Most of the pictures Joe took focused on the old, ruined edifices of the former communist state, the faded or desecrated murals, disused parade grounds, fields of broken down and decaying artillery pieces or vehicles. I kept noticing, in the background, the activity going on. It made me wonder about the security of it all, if anybody was paying attention to such things, or if only someone like me was aware because of what I had heard from Fred. I spotted, in some of his pictures, operating vehicles with emblems of such forces as ‘Korean First Army’ and ‘Japan Expeditionary Force’ along with long rows of drones with the minotaur emblem of the Second Autonomous Division.

	Joe also had a lot of pictures of locals trying to cool off, in opened fire hydrants or kids getting rained on by military fire truck hoses. The same heat wave affecting Asia was intensifying on the US east coast and resulted in similar scenes. I was taking the Metro now, energy prices having risen since the end of winter. It was suffocating. Many stations now had mist sprayers installed above the crowd, despite everyone being in nice work clothes.

	At the White House, energy saving measures meant it was all fans instead of air conditioning. We waited in the south conference room, shaded but stifling, each day for Adam to arrive. He always came in like a storm, fuming and crackling over the latest military briefing. “If I listen to the Joint Chiefs anymore,” he said one day, “I’ll just end up surrendering! It’s like somebody replaced my entire military command with the French!”

	On the first weekend of June, it began. I watched the news streams as the first reports came in of drone columns crossing the frontier into Liaoning and Heilongjiang provinces and engaging Chinese regulars. At first, little was reported outside pictures of drones rolling through villages and industrial towns. Everything I saw indicated Adam was right, that the Chinese army was a shell after the revolution. As in Iran and Arabia and Russia, we were treated to more footage of mass surrendering and drones rolling unchecked through exotic locations.

	Right away, this brought another major argument in the Situation Room, though it would be a few weeks until I heard about it from Fred. What the Pentagon was not yet reporting, was that the drone spearhead had come under intense bombing from Chinese aircraft. General Henderson, head of the Air Force, suggested moving an air wing currently in Taiwan north to support the invasion.

	“Mr. President,” Henderson said as they all leaned over the map table. “We are operating without air superiority in this theater. If the Second does not have more air support it will need to withdraw back behind our lines here and here.”

	“Why the fuck is it that every time there is a problem the solutions the Joint Chiefs come up with is a withdraw?” Adam kicked an empty chair over. “God fucking damn it, do any of you numbnutses have an original fucking thought in your heads? What’s the situation? Withdraw! Russian use tactical nukes? Withdraw! China enters the war? Withdraw! Total American victory? We suggest withdrawing!”

	“Mr. President, if you don’t wish to withdraw then we should move the Eighteenth Wing to Korea to support this operation.”

	“The Eighteenth Wing is needed to prevent an invasion of Taiwan!”

	“Mr. President, we can’t have it all. Either risk losing Taiwan or risk losing our northern flank in Manchuria.”

	“General, we are fucking winning! Why are you talking about defeat?!”

	Henderson, not backing down, was by now standing right next to Adam. “The Second is being decimated, Mr. President! Our boys on the ground are dying needlessly because you’re ignoring the suggestions of our commanders in the field! You can’t armchair general this war, we have to give more authority to the men on the ground. You don’t know what they’re going through over there!”

	“I don’t know? I don’t fucking know what they’re going through?” Now Adam was stepping up as well, shouting almost into the general’s face. “How fucking dare you sir? How fucking dare you?! I served in Iraq, I served in the motherfucking Gulf War! Where the fuck were you? Where the fuck were you in 2004? On some fucking air base in Missouri hosing down a goddamn fucking statue? I was in fucking Fallujah! I know exactly what those boys are going through in a way a fucking albatross like you will never understand!”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“No! No, I’ve had it with your bullshit! Get out! Get the fuck . . .”

	At that point Adam lunged toward the general. It was so sudden Henderson was taken off guard. Adam grabbed the plastic ID badge clipped to the general’s uniform, pulled it off, and hurled it to the ground. Then he made a grab for the hefty row of ribbons on the general’s uniform. At that point Henderson reacted, recoiling under the physical assault. Adam managed to come away having torn a couple of the little pins loose. He hurled these to the ground as well.

	“You are fucking relieved of your command and fucking dishonorably discharged, by presidential fucking order, for being a coward and an idiot! You are no longer authorized to be here! Get the fuck out, Mr. Henderson, before I have you fucking arrested!”

	News streams the next day carried the White House press statement, in which both White House and Pentagon officials were quoted as saying that General Henderson chose to step down over a difference of opinion with the president on the conduct of the war. Henderson himself was allowed to retire with full honors. Two days later, Adam ordered the Eighteenth Air Force Fighter Wing to Korea to provide further air support for the Manchurian invasion.

	 

	The beginning of July saw a disturbing new development. The move of a fighter wing from Taiwan had necessitated replacing it with the planes from an aircraft carrier. The USS Carl Vinson and its associated carrier strike group was moved from the South China Sea and into the Straights of Taiwan. It was the closest deployment of any US naval forces to mainland China thus far.

	In the early morning hours of East Asia, prime time in the United States, the Chinese countered. From the end of my favorite bar, I watched Secretary Epstein at the Pentagon hold a press conference announcing that the Chinese air force had targeted the USS Carl Vinson with a swarm of supersonic cruise missiles. The carrier Carl Vinson itself, along with several supply ships and guided missile cruisers, were believed sunk. Some reports talked of rescue efforts underway, others of damaged cruisers and destroyers limping back toward Japan.

	Venturing out into the local market center square, I found no new level of panic as I might have expected. I could not tell if it was panic weariness or if maybe nobody understood the magnitude of what had just happened. I would not have known myself if Fred had not explained the importance to me one time.

	“A carrier battle group is a strategic asset,” he had said. “If there were a way to destroy one on the cheap it would change the nature of modern warfare.”

	“You think the Chinese have such a thing?”

	“There’s conflicting intel to that effect. Supersonic cruise missiles, if you launched enough of them, could overwhelm the anti-missile frigates that escort the carrier. It’s a problem that’s come up in some war games, but sort of been brushed under the rug.”

	“What would happen if they have these missiles?”

	He shrugged in reply. “It could cripple our ability to establish air superiority over a battlefield, since our carriers would have to keep their distance from any place that might launch a swarm missile strike.”

	“That sounds like a big deal.”

	“Like I said, it would change the nature of modern warfare.”

	This semi-drunken conversation from a few months earlier was playing in my memory now. In a fog, I got in my car and had it take me to the White House. I found Adam and the military brass emerging from another heated Situation Room session.

	Henderson’s replacement as Air Force chief, General Zane, was a short man who looked like he was assembled from various sized billiard balls. Apropos of this, he seemed about to run me over in the hall. Even as I pressed aside to get out of his way, I thought he might go ahead and check me against the wall. Instead, he started to walk past, then stopped and turned to look right at me.

	“This is insane,” he said. “Can you make him listen to reason?”

	I paused and glanced away, as if he somehow might be talking to somebody else. “Can anybody?”

	“Ha! Too true. It’s like trying to argue with a woman. Reason is replaced with intuition. Everything is rationalized in vague emotional terms.” He turned back to look at his staff trailing behind him. “There’s only one way to deal with this. Lieutenant Cowley.”

	A young female officer scooted forward and stood rigid in front of the general. “Yes, sir.”

	“Lieutenant, you think you could win an argument against another woman who was being completely irrational?”

	She hesitated under this question, everyone in the crowded hall staring at her. I noticed her shake a little bit. But then she answered. “Against another woman, yes, sir, but the president is no ordinary woman.”

	“Ha!” He let out this concise laugh at a loud ring, and much of his staff chuckled. “We’ll talk more about this, lieutenant.”

	Zane turned to leave. Before he did though, he shot me another glance, a big smirk on his face, then gave me what, I imagine, he thought to be a playful jab in the shoulder. I stood there, rubbing where he had hit me, as his staff filed past.

	“This is a feint,” Adam said at dinner that evening. “They wanted to get our attention, make us panic. They’re hoping to draw forces away from the drive on Beijing.”

	“You really think they won’t invade Taiwan?” Kris asked.

	“I can only hope they do! They would be splitting their forces. Anything they commit to a cross-straight invasion is something not defending Beijing. Think about it! You really think they’ll trade this renegade province for their capital? If that’s the way it works out, I’ll gladly take that trade. Taiwan can always be liberated after Beijing has fallen and China has been crushed.”

	With this in mind, Adam doubled down on his objective. Two brigades from the Fifth Autonomous Division, still recovering from a nuclear blast near Lake Baikal, were ordered transferred from the Siberian front to Manchuria. Adam also made a momentous decision that day, signing the official order earlier that afternoon and regaling us with it now.

	“I’ve released the orders to deploy tactical nuclear warheads as part of Operation Electric Storm. If the remains of the Chinese army try to amass around their capital, we’ll obliterate them in one fell swoop. China will be out of this war by the end of summer.”

	At the same time Adam was telling us this, half a world away, where it was now dawn, the Revolutionary Army was finishing up an immense nighttime air raid on the western Taiwanese coast. In the wake of this, just as the sun rose, Chinese amphibious craft began to make landfall.

	 

	The next day a storm front arrived in DC, breaking the heat and providing glorious relief. I headed back to the White House via Metro just so I could walk outside in the cooling downpour.

	My reason for returning, however, was the downside of this storm. It represented the outer fringe of a massive hurricane, the largest ever recorded in terms of diameter, making landfall in Texas. There was a cabinet level briefing to discuss the situation. When I arrived, a little late and soaked, Secretary Bob was already filling the meeting with excuses.

	“The budget for the National Hurricane Center has been slashed every year it’s been under Homeland Security. I can’t be held responsible for its poor performance. Really it shouldn’t even be under Homeland Security. We fight terrorists, criminals, war profiteers. We’ve got our hands full without dealing with acts of nature.”

	“You have FEMA though,” Manny said.

	“FEMA is about response after a disaster, not predicting a disaster.”

	“Details. Dealing with man-made threats and dealing with natural threats go together well enough.”

	“Well it doesn’t matter because without a budget you can’t expect them to do anything anyway.”

	“Would you two shut up,” Adam said. “Just get on with it Bob. How does the relief effort look? We did get the emergency funding approved, right?”

	“Yes sir,” Craig said.

	“That’s not the problem though,” Manny said. “Governors are telling us they can’t keep order. There’s looting everywhere.”

	“So send in more National Guardsmen.”

	“There’s nobody left,” Secretary Geare said.

	“There can’t be nobody left.”

	“He’s right, sir,” Epstein said. “We’ve mobilized the last available units to replace losses in Siberia.”

	“Okay, so transfer somebody. Use the 101st Airborne.”

	“Sir, we can’t spare any troops either.” Franks, Attorney General, acting-Governor, leaned forward to look down the table at the president. “If you withdraw troops we’ll have rioting and looting on the west coast as well.”

	“Mike, I find that hard to believe.”

	“Mr. President, have you actually read any of my reports? We’re basically fighting an insurgency right now. LA, San Diego, Portland, Oakland, are all, they might as well be in open rebellion. If you went there you’d feel like you’d gone back to Iraq.”

	“Oh, there’s an idea, take some of the units we have in Arabia.”

	“Sir,” Epstein said, “those forces are part of a committed peacekeeping force.”

	“Well we’re fucking breaking some commitment here, why not to those ungrateful fucking Arabs. Or are those reports of increased casualties in Arabia another fiction the Joint Chiefs have fed me to convince me to withdraw everywhere and surrender?”

	“Sir, the Joint Chiefs aren’t lying to you.”

	“They have fucking lied to me from the beginning! Everything they’ve said, every fucking report. How else do you explain how we got here? Everything that’s happened, in Kurdistan, Iran, Arabia, Russia, China, were they fucking incompetent when they said we couldn’t defeat those countries? Is that the excuse you wanna go with?”

	“Mr. President,” Fred, sitting next to Epstein, said. “We haven’t exactly defeated Russia or China . . .”

	“Oh for God’s sake!” Adam hurled the notebook he held into the table. “Transfer the fucking units from Arabia to deal with this crises in the other gulf coast. I don’t care what fucking commitment they’re part of or what incompetent government they’re propping up. And tell the Joint Chiefs they better get their shit together because after I’ve finished crushing China there’s going to be a day of reckoning for the lot of them.”

	That night, as the massive hurricane broke apart, a new storm was forming. An American fission bomb, dropped from a long range stealth bomber, exploded above a concentration of Revolutionary Army troops in the northeastern outskirts of Beijing. A few hours later tank drones rolled in to the hot zone, mopping up resistance and pushing forward to the proverbial gates of the city itself. The Battle of Beijing was underway.

	 

	Initial news coming out of the Chinese capital was auspicious. News streams showed eclectic crowds of refugees leaving the city. Old men driving oxen; tiny women with sacks as big as themselves strapped to their backs; men in business suits wearing gas masks; bicycles with an inordinate number of people crammed aboard. Every road south or west from Beijing was filled with a steady progression of humanity.

	Footage from drones released by the Pentagon showed what was purported to be the remnants of Revolutionary Army resistance. Lots filled with armored vehicles, unscathed, parked in nice rows, were found abandoned. Units from the Second Infantry Division occupied the international airport.

	A mid-July lunch found Adam displaying dogged confidence even as he took the opportunity to berate the military command.

	“As I’ve said all along, China is a house of cards. The whole revolution defeated them more than anything we ever did. Their army is a bunch of conscripts who’d just as soon not be cannon fodder to be thrown in front of American guns. Their defense is crumbling. You guys have seen the stuff on the news, you’ve heard me talk, you all know this. So today, this morning, I get a briefing talking about a potential counterattack coming from somewhere in fucking Inner Mongolia. We’ve got these grainy satellite photos of a bunch of vehicles and, you know, some camps, bases and such out there. So they’re doing something, sure, but it doesn’t change the fact that all they have left are these untrained conscript soldiers. That force is never going to launch any kind of counteroffensive. They’ve shielded themselves so far with their air force, which remains rather strong, but once that’s defeated everything else will collapse.”

	That night several news streams featured interviews with General Linus Pollock, commander of the Second Infantry Division and in charge of this whole offensive, conducted at his headquarters just beyond the radioactive zone northeast of the city. He invoked the ongoing military situation to avoid questions of just when the city would fall, saying only that the operation was proceeding according to plan and the men were in good spirits.

	The hosts and commentators on the news streams were also in good spirits. Nationalists, burdened so long with a recession and nothing uplifting to speak about, materialized on every show they could to proclaim the president’s vision of a new democratic world a reality. “China’s defeat represents the collapse of the last major authoritarian regime on Earth. This will leave the remaining dictators and warlords, particularly those China has propped up in Africa and southeast Asia, completely isolated from the international community.”

	The next day the counteroffensive started in Beijing itself. They came in human waves. The Pentagon refused to release video, but some taken by journalists or civilians or God knows who ended up online. As usual I found myself watching in morbid fascination. They emerged from side alleys, masses of men in shoddy looking uniforms, holding clubs or knives or nothing at all, and charged toward lines of drones. It was a zombie attack, with fast moving zombies. They overwhelmed a trio of smaller tank drones like a swarm of ants, climbing onto the things and ripping them up with their bare hands. In the process they were slaughtered in terrifying numbers, like with zombies the bodies of their dead becoming shields that protected others from the hail of fire.

	The drones were no less effective at dispensing slaughter with a rapid jerk of their turrets and a hail of bullets. It was just, unlike in Tehran or Riyadh or Moscow, this footage had a lot fewer drones facing a lot more people.

	A day later the videos posted online were showing Chinese tanks and armored vehicles. I watched a video, posted on a social stream by a European journalist, that showed the battle at the airport itself. Enemy tanks exchanged blasts with a thin line of heavy drones along a strip of runway. The drones had guns that could punch through the battle tank armor, and thick enough armor to absorb a few shots themselves, a feat I witnessed as some drones emerged from the explosions and dust. Yet the Chinese tanks kept coming. They had bulldozer plows mounted on their fronts, at first I thought because they were equipped for snow fighting, but as I watched I began to suspect they had planned for the tanks to push past the wreckage of their fellows.

	The video remained chaotic throughout, the audio just a continuous series of incomprehensible noise. Then a line of Chinese bombers arrived. The camera lurched up for a view of these close air support, prop driven planes lumbering just overhead. Inert, spherical bombs spilled out of their open backs in a haphazard cluster. Then there was a series of explosions that sounded like a footrace of giants. The video flashed through blurred shots and static, and at last cut out.

	American news streams reported just the barest details of the withdrawal from the airport, foregoing the graphic footage entirely. The Pentagon and Dr. Graham declined any comment on an ongoing military operation. I gave up searching for updates from foreign news and started getting all the details from Fred. He would show up wherever I was, at the office, the bar, even at home, sometimes unannounced, always aching to unload his troubles. He looked exhausted and strung out and ever more zombie-like himself each time we met.

	“The president ordered another nuclear strike, but it didn’t get through.”

	“It didn’t get through?”

	“Uh-uh. A bomber got shot down and another had to come back because of the dust storm blowing in.”

	“They shot down a stealth bomber?”

	“That and a tactical cruise missile. They have better anti-missile technology than we were led to believe.”

	Japanese forces, holding some part of Outer Mongolia, came under heavy assault that week by Chinese forces emerging from the Gobi Desert. A mixed, irregular force of infantry and armor, with plenty of bomber support, fell into the right flank of the Japanese Expeditionary Force. Japan was even tighter about posting videos of the operations than the Pentagon. All I could find among Japanese news streams were some feeds showing the ‘brown out’ resulting from the dust storm enveloping large parts of northern China. 

	“The entire military command is in agreement,” Fred said. “We need to withdraw.”

	“From Beijing?”

	“From Chinese territory. Nobody will say it out loud but the enemy has air superiority. We’re conducting this war they way we always do, as if we had unquestioned control of the skies above the battlefield, and it flat out isn’t so. We’re losing fighter drones at an unsustainable rate.”

	“What does the president say?”

	“He vetoed the plan as always. He wants to supply the forces in Beijing by air while we reopen the supply lines.”

	“I thought you said we don’t control the skies though,” I said.

	Fred’s voice become mocking. “This is all the last gasp of a dying enemy. They cannot sustain an offensive like this and a fresh force of troops will finish the job.”

	“Is that referring to us or them?”

	“I’m not even sure anymore.”

	On the news streams Adam’s supporters were having a tough go of things as well, having already declared victory. A constant new refrain they faced from the hosts was the question “where are all these reserve forces coming from?”

	I’m sure Adam was shouting the same question at his military commanders each day, and I put the question to Fred.

	“Sam, let me tell you something else that hasn’t been revealed to the public. Right after China entered the war they started shooting down our surveillance satellites. The Pentagon estimates our surveillance capability at less than twenty-five percent of what it was when this war started. We’ve been trying to make up the difference with space planes and high-altitude drones, but those are in danger from anti-aircraft missiles too. The Chinese don’t just have air superiority but space superiority right now. The intel the Pentagon is getting is sporadic and out of date. The truth is we have no idea how much strength the Chinese have left.”

	 

	Like the Pentagon planners, my own ability to collect data was degrading over the course of that brutal summer. America was beset with problems: ongoing legal battles over the pseudo-secession of the New England states; the draconian martial law measures in New York and New Jersey; riots turning into an armed and organized insurrection on the west coast; flooding, destruction, and refugees on the gulf coast; inflation and rising energy prices and intermittent network outages everywhere.

	It made polling of any kind difficult, though in a way it also made it irrelevant. I needed no poll to tell of the morose depression into which the country was sinking. It appeared on social streams and came in the form of a wave of posts and reposts and links from soldiers and army personnel now in Beijing. They showed pictures, unapproved by the Pentagon I’m sure, of the destruction in the city, of the bombed out runways of the airport, of mushroom clouds in the distance, of the zombie apocalypse fields of dead bodies scattered around disabled drones. Joe Lloyd had pictures of a bombed out mall interior, looking like something out of an American suburb except with everything burnt or crisped or covered in soot, a complete black on black motif.

	The reason for all these pictures, in violation of ‘operation security’ in the war zone, was obvious. American and allied forces in the northeast part of Beijing had been cut off and surrounded.

	The president gave a major national address in which he announced a massive airlift to supply the embattled forces until ‘this situation is resolved.’ The thrust of his speech was to announce stricter rationing along with a large release of oil from the strategic reserve to help fuel the military. He asked for continued support and prayers for the troops engaged in this titanic struggle.

	“How,” I asked Fred, “is a massive airlift operation going to work if we still don’t have air superiority?”

	“Exactly.”

	The social stream blitz led to a Christmas-like outpouring of support for the now surrounded troops. Despite the economy, calls for aid were met with massive donations, of food or clothes or whatever, like a Salvation Army drive. The Pentagon directed this toward the VA and military families at home.

	On news streams pundits asked if enough was being done. They wanted to know why reenforcements had not yet arrived, why the military was not airlifting the entire force out of the besieged city, why a full scale nuclear strike was not being launched. The questions they asked, or the solutions they demanded, betrayed a gross ignorance of the actual military situation.

	Adam did order a series of tactical nuclear warheads to be used around the city. Using some of their larger fission bombs the air force attempted to establish what the Pentagon dubbed a ‘hot wall’ around the trapped divisions. Over thirty nuclear devices were detonated to the north, south, and west of Beijing in the first two weeks of August.

	None of this slowed the relentless assault. For all the terror nuclear weapons held because of their reputation, in the end these fission devices were just big bombs. In terms of explosive power they were not even that much stronger than some of the heavy fuel-air explosives, such as the ‘daisy cutter,’ that US forces had been using for decades. Nuking the enemy did not provide the instant destruction the popular imagination believed.

	I have no idea how any information got out of the ‘hot wall,’ little less information not approved by the Pentagon. Nevertheless it seemed the torrent of social stream posts only picked up as the situation grew bleaker. I was still following Joe Lloyd, who posted all sorts of pictures, including a montage of mushroom clouds shown at different times of day against different colored skies.

	Joe also added a video, by far the most disturbing of the war that I saw. It showed a human wave charging the outer perimeter of heavy drones surrounding the American forces. The infantrymen the Chinese were sending had just passed through the hot wall. Their skin looked burnt, reddened and blistered in odd-splotches. Their uniforms were ragged, ill-fitting and torn. Like their commanders they must have known they were dead from the radiation, a fact which did not matter because they were going to be thrown against American guns first. They charged the line of drones with total abandon. They looked, and acted, like zombies, like actual literal zombies.

	Watching the video, shot from quite a ways off in grainy resolution, of this zombie army, charging and stumbling through a field of craters and rubble, into the teeth of machine gun fire, I could not help but think that the apocalypse had arrived.

	I got back the answer to a polling question Dr. Graham had asked me to commission about the war, revealing that over eighty-percent of Americans felt the US forces would emerge triumphant. It left me confused, wondering if my polling was really now this inaccurate or if, despite the gruesome and ominous images coming out of Beijing, Americans really did not appreciate the magnitude of the situation.

	 

	A sort of stalemate settled on the front as September began. A relief force meant to punch through to the besieged forces in Beijing was itself pinned down at the Yalu River, holding off another counterattack from the Revolutionary Army that threatened to overrun the whole Korean peninsula.

	More nuclear weapons were dropped outside the city to maintain the hot wall. The vast zombie army continued to move right through, absorbing radiation and casualties with terrifying aplomb.

	On the news streams and in the Situation Room there was talk of employing hydrogen bombs to stave off the assault. I was not in the room, but I have no doubt Adam was the main proponent of this strategy. Fred refused to talk about it. I don’t know how the military or whoever it was talked him down. Perhaps Adam realized that nuking the Chinese capital, whatever state the fighting had left it in, was still mutually assured suicide. Their strategic missiles were still intact, spread throughout the interior of the country and on submarines, and were still under the command of whatever coordinated leadership was directing the relentless assault to retake Beijing.

	Instead the defending drones and tanks crumbled and gave way to individual firearms. A few times both sides got relief from the fighting for a few days when another dust storm blew through and everyone just hunkered down. Unexpected dust storms also served to push radioactive fallout into the city, killing off more on both sides.

	Over the course of September, attempts to organize another relief effort were stymied by other events. In Siberia the once defeated Russian forces were reorganizing. A major force began pushing east toward Vladivostok under Chinese aerial support, forcing a further commitment of troops to hold the Russian far east. In Central Asia a series of nuclear bombs scored major hits against some drone bases, severing command chains and resulting in mass American casualties. Taiwan capitulated and was officially annexed by the Republic of China.

	During one of my few trips to the White House that month, Adam arrived for a meeting and announced, “I just had to talk to my sister.” We all stared at him, waiting for him to continue. At last he said, “my half sister. Anna. Her son, my nephew, Gerald, is deployed with the Third Marines. He’s in Beijing right now. She wanted me to get him out, to evacuate him. By special decree or something.”

	He flashed a false smile, and I realized there were tears forming in his eyes. He wiped them before they could run out and become more visible. “I had to tell her ‘Saving Private Ryan’ is just a movie. Nobody is special. Soldiers have to stay with their comrades. Can you imagine if I evacuated a single marine because he’s related to me. He’d kill me with his bare hands when he got back.”

	In the last week of September an email from within the siege, sent by General Pollock to his wife, was posted online and then reposted across the internet. It was nothing profound, rather short, but concluded with the line ‘I stand and fight. Those are my orders.’

	It definitely stirred morale, the grim and determined soldier holding true to the end. I felt rather cynical about it though.

	“Why cynical?” Cassie asked me when I admitted as much to her.

	“I think he’s being sarcastic.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know. I guess,” I paused, eyeing the wet bar in my office for a moment. “I think he’s saying ‘I will follow my orders even though they’re stupid.’ I think he’s wondering why he wasn’t ordered to withdraw two months ago when he still had the chance.”

	“Why would they have withdrawn then though?”

	“They were thinking about it. He even requested it, as far as I know. The president insisted he hold his ground and wait for relief.”

	She took a deep sign. “Sam, that’s just depressing.”

	 

	The next morning a Pentagon news brief was released saying that General Pollock had surrendered to the Revolutionary Army surrounding his position. There was no amount of hyperbole that could be spared on the news streams. This was the greatest American military disaster since the Battle of Antietam. Or since the Battle of Bladensburg, which led to the burning of the White House in the War of 1812. Or just the greatest military disaster in American history. Or ever.

	I arrived at the White House much earlier than normal. I found Adam in the south conference room, sitting by himself, as if waiting for everyone to arrive. That everyone, Manny and some cabinet members and other advisors like myself, were all gathered just outside.

	“What’s happening?” I asked. Several people just shook their heads.

	I made my way forward, and when nobody stopped me I entered the room. Adam was sitting there at the central seat, muttering to himself.

	“I must take Boston,” he said.

	I looked at him, perplexed. He continued to mutter disjointed phrases like that at random intervals. “For every American casualty we must inflict ten on the Chinese.”

	“Mr. President.”

	After a long pause he looked up at me.

	“Mr. President. I think we’re ready to begin the meeting.”

	“Oh good. Send everybody in.”

	It was a disjointed meeting. We started talking about domestic problems before Geare said something that sidetracked Adam into talking about the war, then the president declared he did not feel well, and the whole thing was postponed.

	As I made my way out I was pulled aside by Fred. Accompanying him was General Brooks of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

	“I’m told,” the general said, “you understand the severity of our situation.”

	“I’m not sure anybody understands it.”

	“Mr. Adder, I can’t overstress this enough. We have just lost four divisions.”

	“I realize.”

	“The US army and marines have less than twenty divisions total.”

	“I know.”

	With each statement the general crept forward, invading my personal space. I had my back pressed against a wall. “This isn’t just a setback, Mr. Adder. This is the kind of thing that determines the outcome of wars.”

	“I know all that,” I said. “Why are you talking to me about it?”

	“You have to do something, Mr. Adder. Your country needs you.”

	“What do you want me to do?”

	“Convince him. Convince the president he needs to end this war. Sue for peace. Negotiate, withdraw, whatever it takes. We will not be victorious through force of arms.”

	I glanced over at Fred. “You think he’ll listen to us?”

	“Not me. I already tried.”

	“So I get to try by myself again?”

	“You have to, Mr. Adder,” the general said. “Somebody has to. The president can no longer be trusted to make decisions.”

	“What?”

	“You saw him in there,” Fred said. “Mumbling to himself, making random comments.”

	“So what are you proposing?”

	“Whatever it takes.”

	“Just talk to him,” Brooks said. “Maybe you can make him see reason.”

	They both just stared at me, as if trying to communicate with thought alone. I glanced away for a moment, then turned back to look Fred in the eye. “What if I can’t?”
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Chapter 25

	 

	FIERY ANGEL

	 

	From the front room of his mountain home, Adam could look out and survey the skyline of Denver. It was a magnificent place to view fireworks displays on the Fourth of July or New Years. On the last night of the year, as whenever he stood at a major crossroads, Adam was alone. It was still early and no fireworks had started, so he just stared out at the lights of the city.

	He had arrived back in town the previous night, and as with every night-time homecoming it made his city seem alien. There was a world that existed at night that Adam was not a part of, not in any city he had lived in, even New York. He was not a vampire or a ghoul and found their ways inscrutable. It made him wonder if he could ever succeed in politics.

	Adam got a call on his cell phone. It was Bill Dollman, his ad-man and documentarian. He wanted to extend once more the invite to his New Year’s party. He knew Adam had nothing else going on, and added that a bunch of Adam’s people were already there. This was the sort of call Adam was used to, begging him to come out when he wanted to stay home alone. Nobody expected a positive reply.

	“Alright,” Adam said. “Sure. I’ll stop in for a little while at least.”

	Dollman had his own sprawling ranch house out in Aurora, on the opposite side of town. It was a low-key affair, the guests made up of Dollman’s staff, whom Adam did not know, and some party members he did. As he entered Adam was greeted by a chorus of “Adam!” It felt a little strange from all the people he did not know.

	Rudy was manning the bar in the pool room. Adam’s first inclination was to go there, to talk to his own people. “Everyone’s been wondering when you would show up,” Rudy said as Adam pulled up the single stool in front of the little bar.

	“Why?”

	“I dunno. I just heard everyone talking about you.”

	“Really?”

	“They keep asking about you.”

	Rudy pointed. On the other side of the pool table, a thick set man with a gravely voice was talking to a pair of women decked out in evening gowns. Adam looked down at what he was wearing and felt underdressed. It made him contemplate bailing, but already the man and women had spotted him and were making their way around.

	“So,” Rudy said, “I took your advice. I finally hired a chief of staff to help me run everything.”

	As the little group arrived in front of the bar Rudy gestured to the thick set man. “Adam, this is my chief of staff, Manny Badillo.”

	“The legendary Adam Hanson,” Manny said. “Glad to at last meet you. These guys have been telling me all the stories.”

	“Who’s been telling you?”

	“Well, Bill, but he’s got a lot of them.”

	“Like what?”

	Manny started to shrink some under Adam’s glare.

	“I’m just curious,” Adam shrugged. “I haven’t known Bill that long.”

	“I told them about the midterms in 2010,” Rudy said, “when we had the whole camp out at party headquarters.”

	“Hmph.” Adam smiled and nodded. “Those were good times.”

	“So, uh, let me introduce you.” Manny turned to the women trailing behind him. They were both assistants or secretaries of Dollman, who seemed to have a penchant for hiring attractive females as assistants or secretaries. Both of them met Adam’s gaze as he shook their hand, each holding it there and taking a long moment to stare into his eyes.

	More than anything Adam looked perplexed. “We were just talking about the new X-Men movie,” Manny said.

	“Uh-huh. Excuse me for a moment.”

	Adam made his way to the front room and found Dollman himself. Like me, Bill Dollman started off in Hollywood, working as a second unit director on some major pictures, before moving into documentaries and political ads.

	“Bill,” Adam said, “why did you invite me here?”

	“Adam, so glad you could come. Look, have you met . . .”

	Adam put a hand on Dollman’s shoulder, stopping his forward progress. “You’re trying to set me up again, aren’t you?”

	“Again?”

	“Okay, first, that right there was an admission of guilt, and second, yes, again. Rudy technically set me up with Maysie, but I know you put him up to it.”

	“I’m not trying to set you up, man. I just thought you could use a night out away from your hermit cave, and I happen to have a number of single women at this party, and you happen to be very eligible.”

	“God damn it Bill.”

	“Adam. Look at yourself. You’ve obviously been missing something in your life since you broke up with Jenny.”

	“You didn’t even know me when I broke up with Jenny.”

	“I have my sources.”

	“Rudy?” Adam threw up his hands. “Whatever Rudy and Mike have told you is suspect. They don’t know squat.”

	“Actually, I talked to Helen.”

	“Helen Holcomb?”

	“She asked me to set you up on a date. That’s how the Maysie thing came about. What was wrong with her, anyway?”

	“Nothing from my perspective. She couldn’t deal with how much time my work takes.”

	“Your work?” Bill raised an eyebrow. “As a professional talking head?”

	“I was writing a best-selling book at the time, plus yes, the whole conference speaking circuit involves a lot of travel, and she was the jealous type.”

	“I have a hard time believing your work takes up that much time.”

	“Bill, I’m really not in the fucking mood to have this conversation. If this is all you wanted me here for, I’m going home.”

	Already Adam was moving, but Dollman grabbed his arm. “Wait, wait. Alright, but you at least have to stay until midnight. It’s New Years Eve.”

	“Nothing changes on New Years Day.”

	“Yeah, yeah, you say that every year. Come on, you want something to drink?”

	“You’re really pressing your luck here.”

	“What? We have non-alcoholic drinks too.”

	“Oh. Alright.”

	Dollman lead him back toward the pool room and bar. “Adam, what is it you don’t like about parties.”

	“Who said I don’t like parties?”

	“Please, give me some credit.”

	“I like parties. Certain types. I don’t like pointless parties.”

	“Pointless parties?”

	Adam took a seat on the barstool and glanced around. “Sometimes I’m at a party and I feel like, the people there, everybody, they have no reason to celebrate. They haven’t done anything, there’s no important occasion or real accomplishment. It’s a party for the sake of a party. Like being famous for being famous, or voting for someone because they’re the incumbent. Action disguised as living. Alcohol disguised as fun.”

	“Wow, buzzkill.”

	“You asked. When there’s a reason to celebrate, that’s when I want a party. I want one when I feel like I’ve earned it. Otherwise it’s just self-stimulation. It’s group masturbation.”

	“You could really use some alcohol, man.”

	Adam declined the liquor but at least did stay until midnight. Dollman walked him around and made sure he met every woman present. All of those employed by Dollman himself were vacuous and interchangeable, as far as Adam was concerned, as if the ad-man was consciously trying to embody the stereotype of a director who surrounded himself with attractive blonds by telling them he’s a director.

	The incident that night that everyone remembered occurred at midnight. As the countdown to the new year finished champagne glasses were raised and couples kissed. Adam was still moping, standing in the wide doorway between the kitchen and the front room. One of Dollman’s assistants, a woman named Abigail or Alyssa or some such, came up behind him.

	“Adam,” she said. “You’re standing underneath the mistletoe.”

	She pointed to where a sprig of mistletoe still hung at the center of the wide doorway arch. Adam, leaning against one side of the doorway, said, “I don’t think I’m technically underneath it.”

	The girl stepped forward to the middle of the arch. “We kind of both are under it.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	With that she leapt forward and kissed him, full open mouth on the lips. Adam was taken aback, in a figurative and literal sense. He stumbled backward into the doorframe and would have fallen over had it not been there. His arms sort of flailed in the air, uncertain what to do. The girl did not let up, continuing forward and kissing him with a sudden animal passion.

	At some point she realized he was not returning the sentiment. She stepped back and gave him a perplexed look.

	“Do, uh,” Adam said, “do I know you?”

	The rest of the room was by this point watching the exchange. The girl started to say something, but as she did she looked up and found herself facing a withering stare. Her voice faltered, and then without a word she turned and hurried away through the kitchen.

	Adam shot a confused glance out across the room. Nobody said anything.

	“Ooo-kay then,” he said. “I’ll be going home now.”

	 

	From his home there were a lot of hiking trails within a short distance. Some of these were the same trails Adam had hiked with his mom, before there were any houses even close to the trailheads.

	In those heady days Adam took to going on long walks. That summer he felt he had recovered enough from the death of Fox the previous year that it was time to get a new dog. Mustang was some kind of blue heeler mix, with a splotched fur pattern that inspired her name. She kept his place from feeling lonesome and gave Adam an eager walking partner.

	As he was out on a trail, in the middle of an alpine forest, Mustang ventured out ahead and ran into a woman with a leashed Doberman. Despite the latter’s reputation, it was Mustang that proved more aggressive, growling and bracing her body down as if to pounce. The Doberman barked, but a quick leash tug had it backing away, and another tug ended its low snarl.

	Adam came running up the path calling for his dog. She did not respond, instead lunging forward. The Doberman nipped at her and then lunged as well, almost pulling over its owner in the process. There was a tussle of squirming dogs, then Mustang emerged, falling back, still barking, her opponent snarling and pressing forward but restrained by the reach of his leash.

	At last Adam arrived, grabbing his dog and wrestling her back. He took out her leash and got it clipped on but maintained his grip on her harness as he pulled Mustang further away.

	“Sorry about that,” Adam said.

	“It’s okay,” said the woman as she too pulled back her dog.

	“She’s usually a lot friendlier.”

	“So is mine. Do you usually let your dog run around loose like that?”

	By now both dogs were placated, eyeing each other from behind their respective humans.

	“Sure, why not?”

	“I would be afraid,” the woman said. “Of something like this.”

	“Your dog didn’t get hurt or anything?”

	“No, no, she’s fine.”

	“So it all worked out.”

	The woman smiled at this. She was tiny, almost smaller than her dog, but with an athletic build. “That’s sort of glib, isn’t it?”

	“I judge things by the results.”

	“Did your dog get hurt?”

	“I don’t think so. Would serve her right though for picking fights with Dobermans.”

	Now Adam smiled as well and took a moment to notice his counterpart. She had dark hair that looked black in most lights but many would label a deep red or auburn. It was never clear if this was natural, a result of a faint bit of hair dye, or a psychological reflection of her personality.

	“I’m Adam,” Adam said, offering out a hand.

	“I know.”

	“You know?”

	“I’ve seen you on TV.”

	He seemed to think about this, then nodded. “I have appeared on TV a few times.”

	“Tell me something, Adam.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Are you as high strung and full of shit in real life as you are on TV?”

	“More so. I take after my dog.” This got a smile that was almost a chuckle. “Unfortunately I’ve never seen you on TV, so I don’t know your name.”

	“Angela.” She at last stepped forward and shook his hand.

	They walked back down the mountain together. Their dogs growled at first, then forgot about each other as they became embroiled in new smells. Angela was a paramedic; her dog, Hank, was a former police dog she adopted when he was retired after some kind of explosion cost him most of his hearing.

	“Do police dogs normally deal with explosions?”

	“I don’t know any of the details. I just found out he was available from a friend who’s on the force.”

	This got Adam talking about his own experience with wounded dogs.

	“When he died, about a year ago, I put him in, well, it was a wooden crate sort of thing. Anyway, we buried him out back with his purple heart.”

	“Wow.” She said the word at almost a whisper.

	“And here we are back.” They had just rounded a corner to bring the trailhead parking lot into sight. “Sorry to end on such a downer.”

	“That’s okay.”

	“You want to do this again sometime?”

	“You mean hike and have our dogs fight?”

	“Sure,” Adam grinned. “Or get coffee. See a movie. I’m flexible.”

	“Mr. Adam Hanson from TV, are you asking me out?”

	“Have you ever been asked out by somebody who’s been on TV?”

	“Mmmm,” Angela made a show of considering this. “No, I don’t think so.”

	“Well then you should say yes so you can say you went out once with somebody who’s kind of famous.”

	“I was thinking I should hold out for someone actually famous.”

	“I’m famous enough that you recognized me.”

	“Hmm. True. Okay then.”

	Thus began the Angela-period of Adam’s life. For the next year they were seen together everywhere. Many days they would meet at a little café within walking distance of both party headquarters and the offices of the new Minute Men SuperPAC.

	Adam had always been one for keeping his work schedule flexible, but this was the point where he started stretching that to its limits, just as he was stretching the limits of election law. As chairman of a SuperPAC he was not allowed to coordinate activities with individual parties or candidates. But he was still friends with so much of the party leadership, and liked to have lunch with them and hold long discussions, and the party staff liked to migrate over to the café in the afternoon with their laptops and hold long working lunches.

	So it was that the ban on formal coordination resulted in Adam establishing his habit of working with an informal inner circle. He was at that café every day. During her long stretches of off days Angela would join him, as would Manny, Rudy, Dollman and his wife Josie, Franks, Alex Badillo, their new financial officer Sofia Roy. They worked while drinking giant coffees and listening to their lead couple embark on long, extemporaneous discussions. Both were movie buffs who went to see something every weekend, sometimes something new, other times some classic film being shown on the big-screen for some special event.

	Angela was also a connoisseur of obscure music acts. She loved to seek out bands nobody had heard of and then act pretentious about it, and she gave Adam constant grief over his fossilized musical preferences. She could sing. Adam played the guitar for her, and she sang along in an alto voice that, to Adam, was the perfect compliment to his sound. It was the first time in his rock career that he had a lead vocalist he felt he could work with. He ended up playing some of the songs he wrote during his New York years, and got her to sing them. It seemed tragic that he had not known her when he was trying to put a band together. Angela countered, at ten years younger, that she would have been in grade school at the time.

	In keeping with Adam’s lackadaisical attitude, nobody on the party staff dressed up unless they were meeting with someone from outside the inner circle. Many days they lounged around their little café in old sweaters and jeans. One day Adam showed up in shredded jeans and a hoodie. Angela criticized him for looking like a slob, saying that with his guitar he looked like ‘one of those guitar playing panhandlers.’

	“That’s exactly what I use to be, when I lived in New York.”

	“Do you still want to be doing that?”

	“I do get nostalgic some times.”

	“Well you could sit down right over there and go right back to it.”

	The discussion escalated from there, until Adam walked around the corner from the café patio, sat down leaning against a building, and started playing, his guitar case open in front of him. When he started to collect spare change from people heading to or from the café, Angela rushed over and made them stop. Adam did persist playing like that though while Dollman rushed back to the office to get a handheld camera. The documentarian recorded a bunch of footage of Adam playing like a panhandler.

	“We might be able to use it,” he said. “Could make for a good fund raising video or something.”

	After about their second date, Angela got Adam to go dancing. It was not something he liked doing; he suspected it was something not possible for anybody to like doing without some sort of intoxicants involved. The first time Angela suggested going, Adam equivocated, and she responded by saying ‘oh come on,’ leaning over far forward and batting her eyelashes in as melodramatic a way as she could manage. Adam responded with a cold stare that she tried to meet, only to at last give in and break out laughing.

	“You almost beat me,” Adam said as he laughed as well.

	“You fell for one of the classic blunders,” Manny said. “Never try to beat the boss at a staring contest.”

	“But seriously,” Angela said. “Come on. Come oooooon.”

	“Alright.”

	So they went out to a nightclub. Adam found the experience as alienating as always, with the same pounding beat and darkness and flashing lights and emptiness. The next weekend Angela asked if they could go again. He said yes.

	“I know it’ll be the same every time,” he said to Dollman at one point. “It’s this whole chaotic world of vampires and blood magic and, and, this sort of, this sense of hollow ritual. I hate going. I come home every time feeling like I was hurt a little in my soul. Yet every time she asks I agree to go again like a faithful little dog.”

	“Adam,” Dollman said, “why is it whenever you mention going to some dance club with Angela, you always talk about them like they were places of pure evil?”

	Adam returned this question with an earnest stare. “Do you mean to imply they are not?”

	To counteract this trend Adam started suggesting alternatives. They went out camping while the weather was still warm, and took some ski trips that winter. Angela was a pro, while Adam had not been skiing since he was a teenager. He crashed several times and only by luck did he manage to avoid any broken bones. She teased him about it, but he declared it better than dancing every weekend.

	“Do you really hate clubbing that much?”

	“It just leaves me cold. Which is ironic cause it’s freezing out here.”

	They went on one trip to an exorbitant hotel in Telluride. The cost was nothing to Adam. The cold, sunny days on the slopes and the unthawing at night by the fireplace was the opposite of dark and inhuman. It was the essence of life, and Adam wanted to squeeze it and let the bittersweet juices sting his throat and spill out across his face and down his chin. Or so he described it.

	As the next election season got started he made a trip out to Las Vegas for another appearance on Derrick Holcomb’s radio show. Adam had not seen his friend since meeting Angela, and when they sat down to talk before the taping Adam expounded on her at length. Holcomb saw a unique look in Adam’s eyes when he spoke of her. The radio host described it as more like moonlight rather than the typical electric glow he got when speaking of politics. Holcomb’s own eyes began to glaze over after a while.

	“Okay,” he said at last. “Okay, man, okay, I get it. You have a girlfriend. I’m very happy for you. Enough already.”

	 

	“This sounds like political suicide,” Greg Smith said. Adam was back in Washington for a meeting with his erstwhile supporter. They met in Smith’s office, which like any congressman’s office had a wall dedicated to pictures of himself in various locales from his district or with various luminaries. Smith managed to have a little quadrant showing pictures of himself with the last four major party presidential and vice-presidential candidates. Adam eyed these, and the wall in general, as Smith went on.

	“Your core supporters,” Greg said as he paced, “my core supporters as well for that matter, are libertarians. You’re going to alienate your base if you ally with these religious extremists.”

	“Greg,” Adam leaned back in his chair. “Have you really been elected five times now?”

	“What?”

	“How can you be in office this long and not recognize the Christian aspect of your own supporters?”

	“I have never talked about religion in my campaigns.”

	“I know that’s not true.”

	“Well I’ve never made a big deal of it.” Greg stopped pacing and sat down behind his desk. “I talk about libertarian principles and people keep voting for me, so that’s what I’m standing by.”

	“So we find somebody who is ninety-percent in agreement with us and you’re unwilling to speak with them because of the remaining ten-percent?”

	“What do you mean me? You’re the one making this deal. I’m still not even sure why you requested this meeting.”

	“As I said, I have a proposal.”

	“So you’re going to propose I do what? Make a deal with this Constitution Party as well? Whatever your point is, please get to it already.”

	Adam leaned forward. “I’ve entered into discussions with the Constitution Party about forming a unity ticket to run for president next year.”

	“A unity ticket?”

	“A joint ticket backed by both parties. Mark Drake, the former Arizona governor, will be the presidential candidate. I want you to be the vice-presidential candidate.”

	“Me?”

	“You.”

	“I’m not even in your party!”

	“You were before,” Adam flashed a knowing smile. “Greg, you are the most successful of my once and future supporters. Drake served in the house as a Republican as well. You’re both in agreement on most issues, you fought for the same things. There’s no reason we can’t all work together.”

	“Why wouldn’t I get to be the presidential nominee?”

	“If you were would that seal the deal?”

	Greg sort of grimaced, not expecting this response. “No, because there is no deal. I left your extremist third parties behind and I don’t want to go back. I mean, good God, Mark Drake?!”

	“What? The guy’s a genius. He’s a nuclear physicist. He served in the Navy. He was a hugely popular governor . . .”

	“. . . who tried to create his own state INS, tried to ban teaching evolution, and ordered his state police to arrest EPA agents when they tried to perform inspections.”

	This got a smirk from Adam. “Is there a negative in this resume you’ll be getting to?”

	“Adam, the man signed a law that criminalized abortion to the point where women could be arrested for miscarriages.”

	“Oh, that was overblown, nobody actually got arrested under that . . .”

	“He was forced out of office, Adam. He was an embarrassment.”

	“He was talked about as a potential presidential candidate. You’ve been talked about as a presidential candidate. If we come together on this . . .”

	As he was talking Greg was pulling something up on his computer. Now he pointed to the screen. “Oh, here, okay, how about this? From the Constitution party platform. They favor repealing the Seventeenth Amendment.”

	“So?”

	“Adam, I’ve heard you call repealing that amendment stupid. More than once.”

	“So we don’t agree on everything.”

	“They’re isolationists too.”

	“Aren’t you an isolationist as well.”

	“No, er, yes, sort of,” Greg held up his hands and took a breath to avoid becoming more flustered. “Adam, how can you support this guy?”

	“Do you only work with people who agree with you on everything?”

	“You know, if you’re so hellbent on this, why don’t you run yourself?”

	“Run for president?” Adam’s voice shifted, losing some of its energy. “No, I can’t.”

	“People have been talking about you as president since before I met you.”

	“Idle chatter. I could never commit to a national campaign.”

	“But you’ll commit me to one?”

	“You’re already in office. You’re already in perpetual campaign mode.”

	“I also have a lot going on in my life. What’s your excuse?”

	Adam hesitated, looking around the room.

	“My girlfriend doesn’t want me to run for office. Of any kind.”

	“Your girlfriend? What is this, high school? Dump her. Or tell her you’re running anyway.”

	“Did you ever consider I might be happy not running either?” Adam said, fire returning to his eyes and voice.

	“Fine,” Greg responded in kind. “Whatever, I don’t care, but don’t try to sell me on some long shot presidential bid just so I can be your Washington lackey.”

	Adam paused for a dramatic sigh. “Greg, is this the pinnacle of your life?”

	“What?”

	“Do you aspire to anything more? To move up further? Or will you be content with serving in congress for a while, co-sponsoring some minor tax reform bills with thirty other people, and then fading away as a college president somewhere?”

	“I can have a seven figure consulting job any time I want to leave this office.”

	“There’s something to put on your tombstone.”

	“Adam, stop. It ain’t gonna happen.”

	“It’ll happen. Maybe not next year, but everyone gets to that point sooner or later.”

	 

	Being apolitical, Angela only ever had a cursory understanding of the political process. To her Adam must have seemed inscrutable at times.

	“Adam,” she asked one day. “What exactly is it that you do as, whatever you are, super chairman?”

	“Chairman of a SuperPAC. I raise money. Decide where to spend the money, what ads to run. Raise more money. There’s a lot of that.”

	“Is that why this job has been stressing you out so much lately? Because of money?”

	“Actually no, money isn’t a problem. It’s this unity ticket thing.”

	“The what?”

	“Mark Drake appointed me the head of his exploratory committee.”

	“Exploratory committee?” She let out a little giggle at the odd sound of the phrase.

	“Exploring his chances at becoming president. His best chance is to form a unity ticket with the National Tea Party, have one of them run as his vice-president, except I can’t find anybody from the party to run.”

	It was, by then, midway through summer. Some of the early entrants to next year’s presidential race were already setting up campaign headquarters and holding meaningless straw polls in the early primary states.

	The news coverage this brought had ‘the Drake’ eager to launch his own campaign. Thus far what meager news coverage he got focused on his cool name or his colorful record.

	“I want to announce the unity ticket as soon as possible,” the Drake said to Adam at a Las Vegas meeting between them. “Because we’ll need time to build our organization, right? We’ll need time to figure out how we’re gonna coordinate.”

	“The announcement will make a big impact. We should hold off to maximize that. I’m thinking beginning of next year at the earliest.”

	“I don’t think the Constitution Party has the funding to sustain a campaign that long without help.”

	“You’ll have help. The Minute Men PAC can funnel money directly to your campaign before we make the announcement.”

	Adam was in no hurry to start the campaign. As a SuperPAC chairman he could not, officially, coordinate with a campaign, which meant he had less control. As long as the Drake had not yet declared and filed paperwork, Adam was free to meet with him without any sort of kabuki go-around.

	The whole parlor game of never ‘officially’ coordinating with the National Tea Party was already grating on him. He asked Franks at one point about resolving the issue.

	“Couldn’t we sue?” Adam asked. “I mean, all we ever do is talk. That’s all coordination is, is talking with each other. How is that not a violation of free speech?”

	“You could argue that, but it’d be a stretch.”

	“Look into it, would ya?”

	“Even if we did sue and win, the ruling would probably not come in time to help with this upcoming election.”

	“Well, for the future. Look into it.”

	So as usual Adam ended up just inviting all his friends over, to the big converted conference room in his basement at home, for a friendly, ‘unofficial’ discussion about a unity presidential ticket. The basement was a nice place to be since it was a hot July day and this was just the latest in an interminable series of such friendly discussions.

	“You want my opinion,” Sofia Roy, sitting next to her boss Manny, said. “I think you should run yourself, Mr. Hanson. Who would be better?”

	To say she was addressing the elephant in the room would be inaccurate. Everybody had made this suggestion, at this meeting or a previous one. Adam himself was the only one who did not want to acknowledge it.

	“I am not running. For president or any other office. Ever.”

	“Why not?” Manny asked. “You’re . . .”

	“Because I don’t want to! If I got up and got crushed and it was never close than what was the point? And if not, if I lose by some insignificant margin, or even worse if there was a repeat of 2012, I would die of a heart attack on the spot. What I’m doing here is more important. It’s way better that I help a few thousand of our candidates win than claim one office for myself.”

	“Is that you talking or is it Angela?”

	“God fucking damn it Manny I am not running for president!” His fist slamming on to the table stirred everyone from their heat comas. They all looked about now, trying to figure out who had gotten this rise out of Adam and disturbed their siestas. “If nothing else,” Adam continued, “I would have to step down from the PAC to run. I’ve got Rudy doing an excellent job as party chairman, but there is no equivalent Rudy in the Minute Men. I’d be turning it over to some incompetent slug. So let’s focus on what we have.” Adam shuffled some papers. “Nobody on the last list we vetted has panned out, so we need new options.”

	“Have you considered going back to Greg Smith?” Rudy asked.

	“I’ve considered it. I’ve also considered approaching Allen about it. The problem there is Allen doesn’t have quite the control of his staff that he should. The news would probably leak out. Though maybe that would be worth it if he said yes.”

	“Rose won’t agree to this,” Manny said. “Smith won’t either. He made that very clear. Maybe in a future election, but not this cycle.”

	“Why don’t you think Allen would be interested?” Rudy asked.

	“Well, the thing about it . . .” Manny folded his arms and leaned back in thought.

	“I think Manny is right,” Franks said from the far end of the table. “These guys don’t want to risk it. They might come to us if we’re winning, but they’re not gonna put themselves out there to be the first.”

	Adam nodded to himself. “Sage words as always Mike. Probably true of any Republican. We’re gonna have to use one of our own.”

	“If you don’t want to run, sir,” Manny said, “than our next senior-most candidate would be Geare.”

	“Yeah, I thought of that too. I’m reticent to risk losing our one federal office on this.”

	“Why is it a risk?” Franks asked.

	“Well if Bob loses . . .”

	“Loses the presidential race? That’s going to happen regardless.”

	“Really Mike? You’re down on our chances already?”

	“We’re a third party. Do you know how many times a third party candidate has won the presidency? None. Zero. We’ll be lucky if we carry any states. But for Geare that doesn’t mean he can’t keep his current seat.”

	“He can run for both?” Adam asked.

	“It’s been done before.”

	“Practically, is that doable? For us, I mean.”

	“It’s doable,” Sofia Roy said. “Mr. Geare has been doing some heavy fund raising himself. We wouldn’t have to help him with a reelection bid.”

	“He’s been fund raising himself,” Manny said, “and it doesn’t look like he’ll face any real opposition for the seat.”

	This had Adam nodding. “So Bob can fund his own reelection bid while we funnel money to this presidential campaign?”

	“Most of the funding for this comes from the Constitution Party,” Sofia said. “We’re not planning on spending a great deal on this campaign.”

	“Well let’s look at that. I’d like to commit a real effort to it. If we’re not putting in the effort to win, why bother at all?”

	It was Josie Dollman, wife of Bill and Adam’s new press secretary, who answered. “The goal is to carry some states, like Mike said. This should be about gaining legitimacy, not about winning it all. This will lay the groundwork for a future cycle.”

	“I’ve always found that to be a bullshit argument,” Adam said. “Let’s play like we can actually win this or not do it at all. We can talk about future cycles when we get to them.”

	“So, uh, have we decided?” Franks asked. “Are we going with Geare?”

	“I’ll talk to him,” Adam said. “See what he thinks. If he’s not interested, we should have some other possibilities to start vetting so we can go over them when we meet next.”

	Adam shuffled through some more papers, but before he could continue there was a knock on the door. Everyone looked at it, expecting someone to peak their head in, but nothing happened.

	“Uh, come in?” Adam said.

	The door unlatched and was allowed to swing open by itself. Leaning there against the doorframe was Angela. She wore a bright red string bikini and a giant grin.

	“Mr. Chairman,” she said. “I was promised this meeting would be over two hours ago.”

	Adam, and everyone else, just stared.

	“Yeah,” Manny said, drawing out the word. “Sorry about that Angie. We kind of got off topic for a while there discussing finances.”

	“Whatever. This meeting is now over.” She strolled over to Adam, pushing the papers out of his hand and taking it in hers as he stared on, unblinking. “It’s too hot out. We’re going up to the lake.”

	“The lake?” Rudy asked.

	“The plan was to go this weekend,” Adam said.

	“The weekend starts tomorrow,” Angela tugged on his arm, trying to get him out of his seat. “Just give everyone Friday off and let’s get going.”

	“Technically they’re not my employees, I can’t give them the day off.”

	“So technically none of us are working already,” Bill Dollman said, rising from his seat. “We’re done here. He’s all yours sweetheart.”

	“Why don’t you guys all come with us?” Angela said.

	“Where are you going?” Sofia Roy asked.

	“Up to Grand Lake. We rented a house for the weekend. The Huberts are already coming as well. We’ll have plenty of room.”

	“That’s a couple hours away.”

	“Plus our reservations aren’t until tomorrow,” Rudy said.

	“So? We’ll figure something out,” Angela shrugged. As she talked she slipped down to sit on Adam’s lap, still holding his hand in both of hers. “Did you have other plans for your long weekend?”

	“Technically,” Adam said, “we’re not really done here. I still want to come up with some vetting options.” He waved a hand at the scattered papers in front of him.

	“So bring it with you and finish up tonight.”

	I could have filled in the rest of the story without ever being told. A few hours later a convoy of cars had arrived at the lakeside town. Adam, Rudy, the Badillos, Sofia and her husband, were all on a conference call, enabled by a cell phone hooked up to some speakers, with the rest of the senior staff still back in Denver. While this started up Angela and Nina set out to stock up on extra supplies for the weekend, and to spend some time on the lake’s little beach.

	It was getting dark by the time they arrived back and the conference at last concluded. It was Adam who drove them forward, insisting on more names and more research, combing over every possibility, and of course taking them down various tangents to discuss other races and other fund raising prospects. It was also Adam who was the most exhausted at the end, collapsing into the big recliner chair in their cabin’s front room overlooking the lake.

	The Roys went to bed right away. Manny collapsed on the couch next to his boss. Then the girls entered.

	“Adam,” Angela said, slipping onto the armrest of his recliner. “Are you all done?”

	“We’re done. Ready for the weekend.” He leaned back some more.

	“So we should go find something to eat. You have to check out this cute little town. There are a bunch of restaurants and this little antique shop I want to check out.”

	“I’m actually thinking I just want to stay in tonight. We can go out tomorrow.”

	“Oh come on. Come oooooon.” She stood up and took hold of one of his arms, pulling on it in a mock gesture of dragging him. “The place looks like it’ll be even cooler at night.”

	“I’m sure. It’ll probably be filled with hippies. Or Elves, or vampires. Something obnoxious.”

	“Come on Adam.”

	“We’ll do it tomorrow. We’ve got all weekend. Right now I really don’t want to move.”

	“Come on. Please. It’ll be fun. We can try out the pizza place.”

	“No!” With a jerk he yanked his arm away. “No. I don’t want to go out now.”

	“Well you don’t have to get snippy about it.”

	“Yes I do.” Adam resettled himself in the recliner. “You don’t listen to me otherwise. I do things all the time because you whine until you get your way. Just leave me in peace for once. We can do whatever you want to do tomorrow, just like every other day. Gimme a night off already.”

	“Fine. I don’t know why we come on these things when all you want to do is sit around.”

	“We’re here a day early! We weren’t even supposed to be here tonight. Gimme a fucking break.”

	“Fine. Whatever. I’m glad you got to finish your super important meeting.” She started to storm away.

	“That’s not even . . . fuck!” Adam resettled himself, seemed about to get up, then folded his arms and sank back into the chair. His stare fell on Manny, sprawled across the couch.

	“Women,” Manny said. “Can’t live with ‘em.”

	“Shut up Manny.”

	 

	After a little more than two years dating, Angela moved in with Adam.

	The expanse of the front room was filled with boxes; the sparse aesthetic Adam cultivated replaced with a riot of clutter. His big desk was relegated to a back room while an expansive new dining table was added in its place.

	“So what I’m thinking,” Adam said as he entered the front door with another armload. “Angie? So let me tell ya. What I’m thinking, the house gets expanded back, and up. Sort of clear out the space right in back. Come here, let me show you.” He led her back to the master bedroom to stand at the sliding glass door leading out back. “So we extend out there, sort of into the hillside right, so it’ll be partly underground, which is good, it’ll be insulated. It’d go as far back as maybe that tree over there. That’s about where the new full size dining room would be. Then, on top of the new portion, we add a second story.”

	“Adam, that all sounds really expensive.”

	“We’re not hurting for money. If you prefer we could do a new south wing instead, I think that would work out pretty well.”

	“I don’t know, I kind of like it how it is. Cozy.”

	“That’s a code word for too small. Which, I mean . . .” He took her hand and pulled her back into the front room, almost impassable now with boxes. “I think it’s pretty apparent that we need more room. Unless you want to start getting rid of stuff.”

	“I already got rid of like half the stuff in my old house.”

	“I’m not saying you have to get rid of anything. But we need either less stuff,” he gestured for dramatic effect at the stuffed room, “or more house,” another gesture toward the direction of expansion.

	“Hmph. I still don’t know.”

	“Don’t know what?”

	“I think it’ll all fit. You barely had anything in here before.”

	“It was uncluttered. What do we need with a lot of material possessions? Seriously. I have my dream job, my dream girl, why do I need . . .” He grabbed a nearby box and opened it to pull out something random. “Why do we need . . . what the heck is this?”

	“It’s a tractor seat.”

	Adam held up the weird circular metal object. “Why do you have a tractor seat?”

	“My grandparents owned a farm out near Greeley, like a hundred years ago or whatever. When they sold it my dad took a lot of their old stuff down to his house and I got it all when he died. So now it’s going to decorate this place.”

	“We’re decorating the place with old farm equipment?”

	“Among other antiques.”

	Further conversation was interrupted by a knock on the door. They exchanged quizzical looks, then went to open it.

	“Hello!” Derrick Holcomb stood at the door. He entered, followed by Helen, who hugged both of them in greeting.

	“When did you guys get in to town?”

	“Just this morning,” Helen said. “Wanted to come check in on you guys.”

	“I didn’t realize you were in the middle of moving,” Derrick said.

	“Yeah, Angela is, uh, is just getting moved in.”

	“Well congratulations!” Helen said. “That’s a big step. We should celebrate. Why don’t we take you two out to dinner?”

	“Actually, I was planning on trying out the new barbeque tonight.” Adam gestured to the patio.

	“You guys can totally stay if you want,” Angela added.

	“Oh, we don’t want to impose.”

	“Well how about you help us unpack first while Adam runs to the store, and then we can all do dinner here?”

	By late that afternoon all of Angela’s boxes were crammed into some corner of the house. The girls were inside, Helen getting the full showcase of odd items that Angela intended to give the whole place a rustic cabin motif.

	Adam and Derrick stood out on the patio. Derrick had a beer, Adam had tongs and a thick leather blacksmith apron taken from Angela’s stuff that was overkill for cooking.

	“So, uh, your place looks pretty full,” Derrick said.

	“That’s what I said. So much for uncluttered space, huh?”

	“Yeah. You know to be honest I always sort of envied your whole minimalist, unpretentious lifestyle.”

	“It had its charms.”

	“What made you decide to shack up with Angie?”

	“She wanted to sell her house,” Adam shrugged without looking up from the grill. “It was really her parents house, but her dad died years ago and she was living with her mom, but they had to move her to a nursing home last year. Angie didn’t want to keep the house by herself.”

	“So it was her idea?”

	“Huh? Oh, yeah, I suppose. We discussed it.”

	“You approve then?”

	“Well . . . yeah.”

	Derrick shifted to stand a little closer to Adam, peeking around him through the sliding glass door. He could see the girls inside, still busy unpacking boxes.

	“Adam,” he said in a low voice. “We’ve known each other a while. You know you have my full support. So level with me. What are you doing with this girl? What do you see in her?”

	In reply Adam just gave him a confused stare.

	“Granted, she seems nice, she’s kind of quirky like you. But . . .” He huffed, a sort of disdainful snort. “She has her own grand visions, and they don’t coincide with yours. I think she’s holding you back.”

	“Holding me back? How?”

	“Well, I hear you’re looking into forming some kind of joint presidential ticket with the Constitution Party.”

	“Who told you that?” Adam almost jumped back in response.

	“Don’t worry, I’m not gonna spoil the surprise. I’m not sure it’s the right path, but you know I’ll back you on this. What worries me is I hear Bob Geare is going to be representing your party on this ticket.”

	“Bob is the one that told you, isn’t he?”

	Derrick gave a little shrug. “That doesn’t matter. What matters is why the hell you aren’t on this ticket. You’re the one that should be out there campaigning, front and center, representing the party. It’s your party Adam, everybody knows that. They would be nowhere without you. Why let some diva like Geare hog your spotlight?”

	“Did it occur to you maybe I don’t want the spotlight?”

	“That’s bullshit Adam and you know it.”

	“Don’t fuckin’ tell me it’s bullshit,” Adam’s voice rose, and he glanced behind him to ensure the girls had not heard. “I should know what I do and don’t want. I put myself front and center before and it got us nowhere, it got us humiliated. I stood front and center on the Texas state house lawn and got everybody tear gassed.”

	“Adam, you’ve never been front and center. You’ve never been a candidate. Nobody cares about guys running PACs or party chairmen. You’re never gonna get anywhere if all you do is play ringleader to a bunch of halfwits. All those things you talk about, all those things you say on my show, I believe in that, but it’s never gonna happen if you’re not the one out there. You’re a third party Adam, a fringe, voice in the wilderness, whatever, you’re never gonna be able to change this country the way you’re going. People either vote for the Republican, the Democrat, or the famous name. They’ll never vote for a third party, but they will vote for Adam Hanson.”

	Under this assault Adam looked away, pretending to check on the barbeque. When Derrick relented Adam stopped and drew a deep breath. “What does this have to do with Angie?”

	“She doesn’t want you out there. She’s not supporting you.”

	“What do you know about her supporting me?”

	“Everybody I’ve talked to has told me the same thing: Angela doesn’t want him to run. Tell me honestly, if she weren’t in the picture would you be the one on this joint ticket?”

	“No! Okay? Fucking A. No, I would not. I don’t want to be out there campaigning. I like doing what I’m doing. This is the best spot for me.”

	“Do you really believe that?”

	“Would I say it if I didn’t?!”

	Derrick held his stare, no small feat, than took a long pull on his beer. “Okay then.” He stepped back to lean against the porch railing, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, as long as you can live with it. Just don’t lie to yourself about what you’re giving up.”

	After Adam finished cooking they had to go inside and help the girls clear a few more boxes to make space around the new dining room table. Helen carried the conversation as they ate, going on about her kids, both of whom still asked sometimes about their Uncle Adam.

	They vegetated some after eating, but as dusk settled in Adam declared he wanted to get some mountain air while there was still light out. They embarked from the front door, hiking up the road to a nearby trail.

	“This actually takes us up to a really nice view,” Angela said as she blazed out in front with her dog Hank. Derrick volunteered to walk Mustang and got drug along faster then he would have liked. Helen found the thin air taxing and fell behind.

	Adam could have kept pace with Angela but hung back instead, walking next to Helen. He waited until the others were far enough ahead.

	“Helen, can I ask you something?”

	“Of course.”

	“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t value your opinion.”

	“Oh, well thank you Adam. Feel free to ask me anything.”

	“What do you think of Angie? Do you think she’s right for me?”

	“Are you considering taking your relationship to the next stage?”

	Adam shot her a sidelong glance. “Your question implies marriage, but your tone of voice implies some form of freaky sex. Seriously though, what do you think?”

	“I think she’s wonderful. She has your sense of humor, your sense of propriety. Or lack thereof sometimes. She’s obviously got similar tastes, which I know you can be quite particular about.”

	“You’re one to talk.”

	“I am particular in my own way. But yes, I think she is certainly right for you. So now tell me seriously, why do you ask?”

	“I don’t know. I just get the impression Derrick doesn’t like her.”

	“Oh, pfff.” Helen scoffed. “Derrick is afraid she’s going to take you away. That you’ll settle down and be happy and domesticated and won’t come on his show and be the firebrand that boosts his ratings. As if that would ever happen.”

	“You don’t think I can be domesticated?”

	“That remains to be seen, but I know you can’t stop being a firebrand.”

	 

	On the night of the big presidential elections Adam and Angela hosted a party. She took it upon herself to organize the whole thing and in so doing brought it to the next level. Before the sun set there was barbequing on the patio and an elaborate spread of food.

	Once it got dark everyone retreated inside and settled around the television to watch the returns. As the results came in it was, in the words of Manny, a catastrophic success.

	Compared to past elections the Constitution Party made a huge leap forward. From vote totals in the hundreds of thousands, never more than a quarter percent of the total votes, the Drake-Geare ticket got more than six million votes, a full five percent of the electorate.

	Which, from a conservative standpoint, was a disaster. In a close election the Constitution Party did not carry any states but had enough votes to be a spoiler in Florida, North Carolina, and Colorado, and perhaps some others. At least in theory, if the Constitution Party votes were just added to the Republican votes, assuming that was how everyone would have voted, as commenters were blithe do to. Drake was vilified for making the perfect the enemy of the good, for taking an extreme ideological stance, for splitting the vote and handing a winnable election to the Democrats.

	With the label of the ticket being Constitution Party, and their man sitting atop, it was fast forgotten how the National Tea Party had backed them.

	Some would see in this a streak of Machiavelli. At least among his enemies, there were those who thought Adam set things up to turn out this way on purpose, to ruin the reputation and thereby takeover a rival party. I have found that what looks like conspiracy is often just the result of opportunism and good timing. After spending the whole campaign trying to blunt the message of Drake and his borderline racist views, to make him seem more moderate, Adam turned around the next year to accuse Drake of being too moderate, of not holding firm conservative convictions on taxes and foreign policy.

	It was a winning tactic. By the next election cycle the Constitution Party had ceased to exist. A few years later I did an analysis for the Browning campaign on these right wing voters and found most of those who were part of the Constitution Party had, by the time of Browning’s election, switched allegiance to the National Tea Party. This included all of their elected officials in various state houses and all of their officers and senior leadership. Everyone was willing to believe the failure that year was Drake’s fault and that Adam and his party would have delivered.

	But Adam was no Machiavelli and he had no diabolical plan going in to the election, so on election night itself he was despondent. At first he spent the evening monitoring the returns on lesser races, getting results phoned in from party offices around the country. There had been hope that their presidential ticket would have ‘coat-tails,’ bringing in voters to boost candidates in down ballot races to victory. As the evening wore on and that appeared less likely Adam migrated to the couch to stare blankly at the television.

	Besides the long shot presidential bid the National Tea Party also lost a couple governor’s race and several more congressional races. Their total delegate count in all the state legislatures, boosted greatly in the previous midterm, declined by a third, and once more Bob Geare was their only representative in federal office. Meanwhile the party’s two most powerful members, Texas senate majority leader Allen Rose and House Ways and Means committee chairman Greg Smith, were still not actual members of the party.

	Manny noted that there was a strong democratic turnout that year overall, which hurt them, and wondered if they could expect better results in the next midterm. Rudy just patted Adam on the shoulder and said that these defeats would only make their eventual victory that much better. Then they all drifted off and headed home.

	The next day Adam was still brooding. He continued to sit on the couch and watch the daytime fare on news networks with their post-election analysis and endless recycled headlines. Then he began channel surfing, then internet surfing, and ended with a dead stare at reruns of some reality show.

	Angela interrupted him by turning the television off. “So babe, let me ask you something.” She plopped down on the couch next to him. She had a laptop with some shopping website open, and now perched the computer between them. “What do you think of this dress?”

	Adam had not broken his stare at the now blank television. In slow motion he let his gaze drop down to the laptop. Angela had pulled up some place specializing in wedding dresses and found a four-thousand dollar, strapless, layered fringe item.

	He stared at this for a moment without altering his facial expression. Still in slow motion he at last shifted his gaze to her.

	“Do you think I’m stupid?”

	“What?”

	“Dropping this unsubtle hint. Like it needs to be that obvious. Like I’m stupid.”

	“So you’re gonna tell me you picked up on all the hints I’ve been dropping for the last six months?”

	“Yeah. Yeah I have noticed. They’ve gotten less and less subtle, all the way up to this.”

	“So you have noticed.”

	“I have,” he turned to her with his full gaze. “So maybe instead of assuming I’m stupid and I don’t fucking get it maybe you’re the one who should take the hint.”

	“Ahh.” She made a sharp little intake of brief, a combination of disbelief and annoyance. “What is that supposed to mean?”

	“Well maybe I’m not ready to marry someone who doesn’t support my life’s work.”

	“Ahh. When have I ever not supported you?”

	“Would you be okay if I ran for office?”

	“No. What?” She furrowed her brow. “You don’t want to run for office. We’ve discussed this.”

	“You didn’t want me to run. I agreed not to.”

	“Adam, that is totally unfair.”

	“Is it?” His gaze grew brighter. “You know, maybe this is something I really want. Maybe it’s something I have to do.”

	“Oh God, Adam, please. Something you have to do? Are you gonna die if you don’t.”

	“Maybe. Maybe I’ll just keep zombie marching through a life not worth living.”

	“Is that what you think of this? You told me you didn’t want to run and now you’re gonna throw that in my face.”

	“You knew I was only agreeing to make you happy.”

	“Oh Gaaawwwd. Sorrrr-eeee that the only way I can be happy is if you’re miserable!” She took the laptop off her lap and slammed it down hard on the coffee table. “God, Adam, you are such a whiny bitch sometimes.”

	With that she got up and exited the room. A moment later Adam heard a door slam further back in the house. He sat there on the couch, morose and unmoving again, for a long while. He reached over to the TV remote, fondled it for a little while, set it back down.

	At last Adam got up and headed back to the master bedroom. The door was closed. He knocked but did not get an answer.

	“Angie.” There was still no answer. “Angie. I’m sorry.”

	He waited a little bit longer, tried knocking again, but still heard nothing. “Angie, I didn’t mean it. I was just, I was frustrated after last night and I took it out on you. I’m sorry.”

	Adam continued to wait there, leaning against the wall. He heard nothing from the other side until the door jerked open. Angela stood there bundled up in a coat over her workout clothes.

	“I’m going for a run,” she said in an even voice. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

	Adam said nothing, but followed her out to the front room and watched her leave. Then he collapsed back on to the couch and resumed staring off into space, allowing the day to slip by in silence and sink into a dark winter evening around him.

	 

	Bill Dollman operated his ad-agency out of a little office near the university campus. It combined a modern, clean aesthetic in the well decorated lobby with the haphazard clutter of a converted warehouse in the back offices and recording studios. The lobby, in fact, was done almost like some kind of studio set, with props and backdrops for walls hiding the industrial mess behind. It reminded Adam of his first party headquarters back in Austin.

	It was a cold but bright winter morning when Adam walked in for the first time in the new year. He had visited the studio dozens of times over the summer, to preview ads or approve ad concepts or record additional voice-overs or just chat with Dollman, who loved to tell stories about the pretentious liberals he used to work for back in Hollywood, with their shallow, received political wisdom and unaware hypocrisy. This was Adam’s first visit since the election though, and he was all business, settling financial accounts and making sure he had Dollman on contract for the next election cycle.

	“After last November I thought you might want to go with somebody new,” Bill said.

	“Why?”

	“Well,” Bill grimaced, then shrugged. “Because of the results.”

	“Is a football team that overturns its roster every year a successful team?”

	“No, but that doesn’t stop them from doing so after every losing season.”

	Adam laughed. “Good point, but unlike a lot of general managers I’m not an idiot. You guys did a great job last year and I’m sure you’ll do even better next year. Come on, why don’t I take you out to lunch.”

	“Oh, that’s . . .”

	“No, I insist. Come on.”

	As the two of them were walking out through the lobby Adam paused. Next to the modern art fountain there was a curved sheet metal receptionist desk set against a curved wall, and a receptionist behind the desk. It was nothing new, but as he went something caught Adam’s eye. He walked over to the receptionist.

	“Excuse me,” Adam said. “Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt, but, uh, what are you reading?”

	The receptionist had a few laugh lines on her face but her hair was still a dark blond color. Even sitting down her height was apparent. She looked up at Adam with a blank stare, then held up the softbound book she was holding. Its cover was a colorful, almost lurid painting, like some romance novel, but the title was ‘A Crown of Swords.’

	“The Wheel of Time,” Adam said with a smile. “I love those books. Awesome.”

	“I read some of it in high school,” she said. “I started again when I heard they were making it into a television series.”

	“Oh really? That would be awesome. Maybe. It ought to be awesome.”

	“That’s what I thought,” she looked back down at the book. “I’m not sure it’s really gonna happen though.”

	“You normally read fantasy novels?”

	“I have time to read a lot of stuff. Don’t tell my boss. Hi Bill.” She leaned up over the desk and waved to Dollman, who was watching with a perplexed look from the door.

	“You know,” Adam said, “I’ve walked past you here dozens of times, I don’t think we’ve ever actually met.” He stepped part way around the desk to offer his hand. “I’m Adam Hanson.”

	“Oh.”

	“Oh?”

	“Oh, I’m sorry.” She was flustered for a moment, her hands uncertain where to go, before she managed to put down her book, stand up, and shake his hand. “I totally didn’t realize. I’m sorry, I’ve heard of you, I’ve seen you come through here, I just never realized, you know, you were The Adam Hanson.”

	Adam smiled as they shook hands. She tried to pull hers back but he failed to let go.

	“Oh. Oh, sorry. Adam, it’s good to meet you. I’m Eve. Eve Lloyd.”

	She stood just shy of eye-level with Adam, who continued to smile. “Eve. Eve, would you like to join us for lunch? My treat.”

	“Oh, well, um, my lunch break isn’t for another half an hour.”

	“Come on, it’s cool.”

	“Um.” She shot a glance between Adam and Dollman, still standing in the doorway.

	“Don’t worry about Bill. I’m his boss. Come to lunch with us.”

	They all ended up at a little dinner a few blocks away. The plants hung against the big windows and copious heat belied the light snow falling outside. Bill was left to watch as Adam and Eve continued their discussion from the lobby.

	“It’s like Peter Jackson started out with this cute little Hobbit movie,” Eve said, “but then got it wet and fed it after midnight and turned it into this series of monsters.”

	Adam chortled on a bite of his sandwich, struggling to swallow so he could finish laughing. “Oh my God that is so true.”

	They talked about better movies and the poor state of current music. Adam talked about being in a rock band.

	“I tried out once for American Idol,” Eve said.

	“No kidding.”

	“This was like, it’s second season, I think.”

	“Were you actually on the show at any point?”

	“No. I was just one of the faceless millions. I wasn’t good enough to make it past the first audition but not bad enough to be put on TV and laughed at.”

	“That kind of sums up my music career too,” Adam said with a wan smile.

	“Now I just sing at my church. That’s good enough.”

	“Oh yeah? What church?”

	“It’s called the Church of the Family of Christ, just over . . .” She twisted to point the direction.

	“Yeah, I know that. The new one, right?”

	“Sort of new.”

	“Do you like it? I ask because I should find a church out here. I honestly haven’t been since I moved here from Austin.”

	“Well I love my church. Um, hold on, I think I have a card for them or something . . .” She began shuffling around in her purse.

	Dollman announced that he had to get back to the office for another meeting and was going to take off. He advised Eve not to stay out too late.

	“I should get back too,” she said.

	“No, no, hang out a bit, we’ve got time.”

	“Well, that’s kind of my ride.”

	“I’ll give ya a ride back, no problem.”

	She hesitated, half out of her seat, but then sat back down. She just stared at Adam for a moment, who met her with that bright look in his eyes. Then Eve seemed to remember what she was doing and dove back in to her purse. Finding a little business card she pulled it out and gave it to Adam.

	“One of the things that lives at the bottom of your purse forever.”

	Adam examined the little business card. “So if I come will I get to hear you sing?”

	“Depends on when you come.”

	“When are you there?”

	“Sundays and Wednesdays. Most Sundays and Wednesdays anyway.”

	Adam nodded to himself and pocketed the card.

	They stayed and chatted while the lunch crowd showed up, bustled through, cleared out. Adam talked more about music, his and the stuff he liked. Eve talked about her kids, the eldest in the army, the youngest about to graduate high school, both of them big in to football and sports in general. They talked about funny videos Eve had seen online that Adam was unaware of. She showed some on her phone, then ended up ‘friending’ Adam on every social media site she was on, including some Adam had not logged on to in years. Eve said she needed to get back. Adam insisted she stay and they ended up talking about politics.

	“I don’t really pay much attention to it,” Eve said.

	“You work for a political ad agency though.”

	She shrugged. “Yeah. I guess all the politicians just seem the same to me.”

	“That’s why I got involved with politics. They all seemed the same to me too. I wanted there to be an option that was different.”

	“You think you’re different than every other politician?”

	“Well first off I’m not actually a politician.”

	“Oh whatever,” she playfully slapped at his arm, “you’re close enough.”

	“Second, yes, I am different. I’ll prove it if I ever get the chance.”

	As he spoke Eve at last stood up to force the issue. “Well Adam, this has been wonderful but I do need to get back to work now.”

	“Alright, alright. Would, uh, would you be interested in maybe getting coffee sometime?”

	“I don’t ever drink coffee.”

	“I don’t much either, actually. I just said that because it seemed like the thing to ask. How about this? Would you maybe be interested in doing this again?”

	“Lunch?”

	“Or whatever.”

	“Mr. Hanson, are you asking me out?”

	“Well, I . . . yeah, I suppose I am.”

	“Don’t you have a girlfriend.”

	“I . . . I am living with a girl now. She keeps pressuring me to get married but I,” he had stood up with her only to stare at his feet. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem . . . It’s complicated.”

	“I know how that feels. My situation is complicated too. My husband, or, the father of my children, he’s still technically my husband, paperwork wise, but he moved out, God, I don’t even know, I haven’t even seen him in over a year. I . . . wouldn’t really say he’s my husband anymore.” She held up her hand to show she was not wearing any rings. “It’s . . . yeah, you know. It’s complicated.”

	“Well. How about I call you sometime?”

	She cocked her head to one side as if confused by this question, but then said, “yeah. I’d like that.”

	 

	On the way to switching to their home in Las Vegas for the summer the Holcomb’s swung by Denver to visit all their old National Tea Party friends. Adam and Angela joined them on a double date to one of the ubiquitous theater/restaurant places opening around town.

	Most of Helen’s attempts to catch up with them fell flat. Adam evaded questions and Angela said almost nothing, looking around more at the other tables and the theater than at her immediate compatriots. It was not until Derrick got into politics, discussing the ongoing debate about an infrastructure bank and social security reform, that Adam became more animated, going on at length as if they were back on Derrick’s radio show.

	Prior to dinner coming out and the movie starting a small group of people from a few surrounding tables approached Adam. They wanted to meet him, to shake his hand, to say how they had seen him on TV or online and agreed with him and to tell him to keep fighting the good fight. Angela became more lively, snuggling in closer to Adam and engaging with his admirers.

	“That’s been happening more and more,” Adam said as the lights were dimmed and the previews started. “Ever since the election people have been recognizing me when I go out.”

	“You’re on the map now,” Derrick said. “You should think about capitalizing on that.”

	They found the food at this theater was good, though the movie was forgettable. Afterwards, as they made their way out, Angela got a call. She stepped aside to take it while the rest of them waited there in the lobby.

	“Adam,” Helen said in a low voice. “Is everything alright with you and Angie?”

	He looked away and shrugged.

	“Please Adam, we’re you’re friends, and I’m concerned.”

	Again he hesitated, then sighed and met her gaze. “No. No, it’s not alright.”

	Adam pulled up something on his smart phone, then held this out to Helen. “This has been going around online, on Facebook and Globals and all those sites. I’m not even sure who originally posted it.”

	Taking the phone and holding it up Helen saw a picture of Angela at some fancy dinner party. She was sitting at a table with some younger, handsome, scruffy shaven man. She was planting a kiss on his cheek.

	“What is this?”

	“She’s been,” Adam took his phone back, still looking away. “I don’t know what to call it, dating, seeing, whatever, this guy. He’s some lawyer at a big firm here in town, I don’t know. Works for lobbyists and stuff. I think she met him through Manny or one of his aides or something.”

	“She’s going out with another guy!?” Derrick asked.

	“That, yeah, that’s the implication.”

	“And you haven’t dumped her already?”

	Adam looked up at him for a moment, then turned away again. “Well, no, obviously, I haven’t.”

	“Adam, what are you doing?”

	“I don’t know man. Okay? Geez.”

	“Adam,” Helen said. “Derrick is right. Why haven’t you broken up with her if she’s doing this to you?”

	“It’s not the first time either. She started dating one of my staff while I was out in California. I think, I mean, I don’t know, I think she’s doing it to make me jealous. I don’t think she’s serious with these guys.”

	“Adam! Don’t let her walk all over you.”

	“I’m not. But we’ve been together almost four years now, I’m not just gonna blithely walk away either.”

	“So what are you going to do?”

	“I don’t know. Man. I should have married that girl when I had the chance. I can’t believe I fucked this all up.”

	“You fucked it up?” Derrick asked.

	“She was dropping hints all last year that she wanted to get married.”

	“Did you want to?”

	“Well,” Adam tossed a hand, “no, not necessarily. I was torn about it.”

	“Why?”

	“Well, you know. She doesn’t want me to run for office. Doesn’t want me involved in politics at all really, any more than I already am.”

	“Adam, that’s your life. What does she want you to do?”

	He shrugged. “Settle down and raise kids? I think she wants me to go back to being a professional talking head. That’s where the money is.”

	“I can’t imagine you being satisfied with that,” Helen said.

	“I don’t know, maybe. It was a pretty good deal there for a while.”

	“Is that really what you want?”

	“I don’t know. I want,” Adam smiled and looked at them. “I want it all, really.”

	“It doesn’t look like you can have it all.”

	“I know. Fuck. I don’t know.”

	 

	Adam and Angela were at home eating home-made lasagna. It was the sort of thing they did together, make home-made stuff, and once had enjoyed doing it. Tonight they had managed to mime enjoyment thus far. I imagine had anyone else been present they would have found everything too stilted to bear, but the two of them went through the motions without verbal complaint. Or much verbal activity at all.

	They ate in silence at opposite corners of the long dinning room table. At last Adam spoke, though without looking up at her, as if perhaps talking to himself.

	“I’ve got another trip tomorrow. Going out to Las Vegas to be on Derrick’s show again and do some events. I’ll be gone about a week.”

	“Nice of you to give me advanced notice,” she replied without looking at him.

	“This is advanced notice. I just scheduled it all yesterday.”

	“So you couldn’t tell me yesterday?”

	“No, you were at work last night.”

	“You have a phone Adam. They’ve been around a while.”

	“Oh my God.”

	“Oh my God what?” Angela at last turned to him with her own intense stare. “You have no right to complain, you never tell me what you’re doing.”

	“I tell you all the time! What do you want, a fucking itinerary of my life?”

	“You don’t tell me anything. Telling me the day before that you’ll be gone for a week isn’t telling me, it’s letting me find out as you walk out the door. What if I had made plans?”

	“Well you didn’t!” Adam held out his arms in exasperation.

	“You’ve cancelled our weekend plans before.”

	“Because things come up. That’s how work goes. Things are constantly being rescheduled.”

	“You let things be rescheduled. You’re supposed to be in charge! You blow me off all the time to go out with your cronies.”

	“I don’t blow you off. Half the time you come with us.”

	“Because the alternative is to sit home alone.”

	“So you don’t want to be part of my life. Is that it? You don’t want to be involved with my life’s work.”

	“I want us to have our own lives, Adam.” Angela started to reach across the table toward him, then stopped short. “Together. I don’t want my entire life to be filled up with your whole stupid party and all your yes-men and groupies and henchmen or whatever you have.”

	“You sure like it all well enough when we go out and have fans fawning over us.”

	“Oh, that is . . .” She stopped, scowled, looked away. Then she bolted upright and, keeping her eyes fixed straight ahead, marched out of the room. Adam did not turn to see her leave. He cleaned up dinner and spent the night packing, then slept downstairs in his office.

	The next day they were both home, with Angela off work and Adam flying out in the afternoon. At some point the argument resumed. 

	“So you’re actually gonna go,” Angela said as Adam deposited his bags by the front door.

	“Of course I’m gonna go. I have to. It’s my job.”

	“So your job is more important than me?”

	“Do I ever ask you to just not go to work because I fucking don’t feel like having you leave?”

	“So this is more important than me?”

	“It’s more important than all of us! Is that what you want me to say? It’s more important than me.”

	“God, Adam, you are so fucking full of yourself.”

	“Full of myself?” He was almost shouting by this point. “I am trying to make the world a better place. I am trying to do what I was born to do, what God put me on this Earth to do. It is important, okay? It’s important.”

	“I guess I know where I stand.”

	“Oh don’t give me that passive aggressive shit. You’ve told me exactly where I stand. I should be the one out there changing things myself, I should be the one putting myself out there, at the top of the ticket, but I’m not because you didn’t want me to.” Adam pointed in the general direction of outside to emphasize each point. “I’ve been holding myself back for you, okay? Fucking A. I’ve passed up opportunities to do what I’ve always wanted because it wasn’t what you wanted! You just want me to sell out and make a bunch of money for the big house and the nice car and not do any of the important work I was actually meant to do!”

	“That’s such a crock of shit, Adam.” She was crying by this point, and it showed in her voice. “Like you’re so freakin’ important.”

	“Well nobody else is fucking stepping up!”

	“So that’s it then. I’ll always just be secondary to your work.”

	“Well you could be a bit more fucking supportive.”

	“You want some stereotypical politician’s wife, standing next to you with a dumb smile and waving.”

	“I want just a little bit of fucking support! All you seem to want is to hold me back.”

	“God Adam.” She stared at him through tears and bloodshot eyes, meeting his gaze. Then she turned and said, “whatever. Go, just go.”

	Adam stood there seething. There was a honk outside. For a moment he remained motionless, then turned to look through the big front window. Dollman’s SUV was pulled up in their driveway, ready to give Adam a ride to the airport.

	He turned back to Angela. “Go,” she said.

	“This really is what God put me on this world to do. I know that. I’m never going to stop pursuing it. I don’t think I could if I wanted to.”

	“Just go, okay.”

	Adam stared a moment further, then gathered up his bags and walked out the front door.

	He rode with Dollman in silence to the airport. The ad-man could tell Adam was furious but dared not ask why, or say anything. At last as they were pulling in to the airport complex, Adam turned to Bill.

	“I have a really bad feeling in my gut. Do me a favor. Swing by my place while I’m gone. Or get Rudy or somebody to do it.”

	“Why?”

	“Just to check on Angie. I don’t know. Just . . . humor me.”

	Adam met up with Manny and Sofia Roy at the airport, accompanying him on this trip. It was dusk by the time their flight took off.

	Back at the Eyrie, Angela, at some point that evening, went down to his office and fired up the computer. By clicking through some links and utilizing ‘password remember’ functions she got into Adam’s email.

	There she discovered an email from someone named Eve Lloyd.

	 

	Adam,

	I had a really great time the other night. A night out was just what I needed. I hope we can do it again sometime soon. I’ll be looking forward to it.

	 

	Eve

	 

	In all likelihood Angela scanned back through the previous read emails as well, looking through several others from Eve.

	In Las Vegas, Adam and company were picked up from the airport in the Holcomb’s minivan. The plan was to stay with Derrick and Helen for their first night in town before heading in to Las Vegas proper for the conference the next day. As they were driving up to North Las Vegas, Adam, sitting in the far back, got a call on his phone.

	“Adam. It’s Rudy.”

	“Yeah, I know. What’s up?”

	“Are you sitting down?”

	“Yeah. What is it?”

	“I have some really bad news. I’m sorry man, there’s no easy way to say this.”

	 

	A lot has been said about the apparent suicide of Angela Martin. It still got called ‘apparent’ sometimes, years later, though always by people disposed to think the worst of Adam. The coroner’s investigation concluded she died long after Adam had left, and Bill Dollman saw her alive standing in the window when he picked up Adam. The conspiracy theorists always talked about someone in the party killing her, or perhaps someone else doing the hit on Adam’s order or the order of one of his underlings. Always the underlying reason was to eliminate her lest she hold back or otherwise serve as a distraction from Adam’s destiny.

	I always found this somewhat ridiculous. The most obvious answer was that the scene Rudy and Dollman found that night when they drove over was nothing more than it appeared to be. Angela had taken the handgun Adam kept in his office safe, gone upstairs to the bedroom, and used it to shoot herself in the head. The crime scene bore out that story.

	Of more interest was why Angela did this, since she left no note. Again the obvious answer was that she found Adam cheating, but over the years a number of competing theories were advanced. One of the most pernicious was that the big shot lawyer she had started seeing on the side was just a cover, and that in fact her real lover was the lawyer’s female partner. This theory has her either killing herself or being killed to cover up a scandal that was about to break. Some of her lawyer-lover’s friends swore by this version of events, but Angela’s brother thought the whole idea absurd.

	I do not think Adam himself, from the moment he heard, had any doubt as to why. When they arrived at the Holcomb’s place he went to the guest bedroom, shut himself in, and started pacing. They could hear him pacing, looked in on him a few times, but he never seemed to stop. Perhaps he did to sleep, but whenever they went back he was still pacing. He paced like that, with a slow and methodical cant, a long stop at the end of each run, without eating or speaking to anyone, for two days. His appearance on ‘The Darkest Hour’ was cancelled, as was the conference later that week. The spell was not broken until Franks flew in and arrived at the Holcomb’s to help go over the legal ramifications.

	Adam emerged from the guest room looking exhausted but unbowed. He walked over and sat down on a tall stool at the kitchen island.

	“Adam. I’m really sorry about this,” Franks said. “You doin’ okay?”

	Their leader paused and looked around at the little group gathered around him. Both Roys were present now, and Rudy, Nina, the Holcombs, the Badillo brothers. His inner circle. Isaac, now a teenager, stood in the kitchen doorway, a little removed but intent on the conversation.

	“I’m,” Adam started to choke up. “I’ll get through this. I will. Tell me what needs to be done.”

	“I’ve got a friend who specializes in family law working on it,” Frank said. “He’s one of the best. You two may have a claim to a common law marriage, but otherwise Angela’s younger brother is the next of kin.”

	“Is he going to claim money or something?”

	“I think it’s more about the stuff from their parent’s house Angela moved in with.”

	“If he wants any of it, it’s his. I don’t want to bicker over it.”

	“I’ll make some arrangements. The police may want a statement from you, but it sounds like they consider this open and shut, so it shouldn’t be much. I’ve got that part covered.”

	“We issued a press statement,” Manny said. “Brief, just about mourning the loss and asking you be given time to grieve, that sort of thing.”

	“There’s also a funeral service scheduled,” Alex Badillo said.

	“We’ve got you all taken care of boss. Anything else you need, you let us know.”

	“Thank you,” Adam looked around at them again. “All of you. I’ll never forget all you’ve done for me. Not just now with this but, you know, everything. I owe you all so much.”

	“We’re happy to be here for you,” Helen said, coming around and hugging Adam from behind.

	He drew a deep breath, then reached back in an awkward way and patted Helen on the shoulder. “Is there time to get back to Denver before the funeral?”

	“Of course,” Manny said.

	Adam nodded. “We should go then.”

	 

	Angela was buried in a hillside cemetery on a bright, warm summer day. The pastor from the Church of the Family of Christ, which Adam had started frequenting, performed the service. After most everyone had left, Adam continued to stand there, at the foot of the still open grave with a bundle of flowers in one hand. Much of his inner circle remained gathered a little ways off, watching their leader. Everyone was in formal wear, of course, looking so much more dapper given their usual dress code.

	For perhaps too long Adam stood and stared down at the coffin. The hot sun beat down on him, but a slight breeze made the weather just about perfect. At last Adam looked up toward the cloudless sky, squinting in the direction of the sun. Then he tossed the flowers down into the grave and turned to walk away.

	Driving down from the funeral everyone was hungry. They pulled into a Wendy’s, knowing this was Adam’s preferred comfort food.

	He came in but just sat there while the others ordered. Manny brought him something but he just stared at it. Whisperings began to circulate.

	“Adam,” Helen said. “Please, you have to eat. I don’t want to see you waste away like you did after 2012.”

	At first he did not react, like he had not heard her. Then at last he turned to stare. “I’ll eat,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll eat, but not this. I want something healthier.”

	“Okay. Anything in particular?”

	“I don’t know. The thing is, you know, my parents, neither of them lived to be that old. Genetics. If I want to outlive them I’m gonna need to start eating healthier, take better care of myself.” Although his voice was quiet, as he went a certain edge slipped in, a hint of the soaring tone he used in his biggest speeches. “And I’ll need to live a lot longer if I’m ever going to be president.”

	



	

Chapter 26

	 

	SEVENTH SEAL

	 

	From the White House south conference room we surveyed the wreckage that followed the catastrophe in Beijing. I got to go first.

	“So, um, so the upshot of this is that, most probable scenario, we are going to lose a minimum of sixty seats in the house and ten in the senate. That, uh, as you can see that will cost us a majority in the house, but we can hang on to the senate.” I paused to adjust my glasses with a shaking hand. I was wearing glasses because that morning I had tried to change out my contacts only to find my hands were shaking too bad to do so. The situation was not improved by the subsequent pre-meeting drink. “Again, all of this assumes that the, uh, the New England states continue to withhold their congressional delegations, and also of course assuming that, as they have stated, acting-Governor Popovich and acting-Governor Franks suspend the elections in, uh, these states, California, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Washington, and, uh, and they simply return the congressional delegations elected in thirty-six.”

	“What about the state level?” Manny asked in a flat tone, checking off a box without wanting the actual answer.

	“The, uh, the details are in my full report. They’re as, um, ah, not quite as bad.”

	I was a little ashamed at first that Cassie was much more pulled together for her presentation. I shook this feeling off and chose to look at the bright side: my protege was doing well, and I had gone first and so did not have to follow her.

	“As of trading yesterday, the price of a barrel of oil, adjusted for inflation, is now higher than it was at its peak during the oil spike.”

	Which was not to say she was doing great in her presentation. She spoke in a monotone, her best recourse, delivering her bad news with robotic precision and brutality.

	“Projected numbers for the third quarter of this year show that it will be the fourth consecutive quarter of economic recession. Jobs report, here, shows unemployment is flat from last month, no increase, but still at a high of thirty-two percent. As always, note that real unemployment is much higher. I have projections for the fourth quarter here, which of course were also part of our election modeling.”

	So far in this meeting Adam had just sat in that front and center seat and stared straight ahead, eyes and body unmoving. It was like giving a report to a statue.

	“However,” Cassie said. “The worst part is this. The strategic oil reserve, as you can see here, is going to be gone by the end of the year. At that point we will no longer be able to make up for the shortfall in imports from Europe and the Middle East.”

	“We will have to increase domestic production to make up the shortfall,” the president said. All of us stirred, a little surprised at his voice, strong but without inflection. “More production in Africa is also coming online.”

	Cassie shot a look around with wide eyes, uncertain how to respond. “Um, Mr. President. If you, um, if I could refer you to my report. We calculated estimates for increased domestic production and, um and increased imports from Canada, South America, and Africa. The totals  leave the county able to cover approximately seventy-percent of expected demand next year.”

	Now it was Adam that stirred, shifting his gaze as if just awoken. His stare was too much for Cassie, who resorted to dropping her gaze and, I suspect, wishing her hair was long enough to droop across her face.

	“I did not realize that,” Adam said. “Please, continue.”

	“That, uh, that was all I had, Mr. President.”

	I felt bad at how her confidence was shaken, though in fairness the president coming to life like that surprised us all. It was the first time since the defeat at Beijing that I heard him speak at more than a mumble and with comprehension in his eyes.

	Defense Secretary Epstein was next with an overview of the military situation. Following my lead he spoke in short bursts of data before turning things over to his underlings. General Livingston, now in charge of Central Command, went next.

	“The situation on the Arabian peninsula has become untenable. We no longer have enough drones to adequately patrol the major cities. The impasse among the Arab League parliament members in forming a government has created a political vacuum. An insurgency is forming in the Persian Gulf cities. Sectarian violence has erupted again in Iraq. Rebel groups from Transjordan and Syria are crossing the border to aid fighters. Iran is mobilizing troops along their western border and threatening to enter Iraq to support fellow Shiites fighting anti-league Sunni rebels.”

	The general had a single slide ticking off these points, which he read from verbatim. It was a terrible way to present something, but the magnitude of it all still had an impact. After reading the whole slide he sighed. “Mr. President, the Middle East is descending into chaos. If there is to be any hope of stabilizing the situation we are going to need more troops.”

	Unfortunately for Livingston, his counterpart General Juarez, the head of US European Command, also had bad news.

	“Mr. President, I want to be perfectly clear. We are facing nothing less than a complete rout across our entire Russian and Asian theater of operations. We simply do not have the manpower to hold the territory we already occupy, fight off the current Russian counterattack, and defend the Korean peninsula.”

	On the screen he pulled up a map showing the Asian landmass and the current troop deployments. “My recommendation is to . . .”

	“We’ll get to the recommendation,” Manny said. “Please, general, just the facts on the ground right now.”

	Juarez chewed his lip for a moment. “Intelligence indicates Chinese forces are preparing a two-pronged attack, one into Korea, the other toward Vladivostok. With their current air superiority . . . the enemy has air superiority over much of Korea and can project power well into eastern Siberia. Chinese forces are also believed to be moving into western Siberia to support the Russian counterattack. As you can see they have already forced our withdrawal back approximately to the Kazak border. Currently, because of bombing raids on our air base in Kant, the enemy also enjoys air superiority over our Central Asian theater of operations.”

	The recommendations, I found out, were to be presented by Fred. His face was covered in stubble and his eyes kept closing for long segments, as if he were losing a boxing match. His voice was strong and clear though as he went over his list of twenty-four points.

	“There is no way to achieve any victory at all without sacrificing some strategic aim. We believe the best course now is to withdraw all our peacekeeping forces from Arabia and Iran and redeploy them to Korea and the Anadyr Valley in preparation for the Chinese counterattack.”

	“Those troops are the only thing preventing the Iranians from invading Iraq,” Manny said.

	“As I said, we are going to have to give up some strategic aim. If we’re defeated in Korea that could mean the United States loses its ability to project power into the eastern hemisphere.”

	“Is it possible,” Vice-President Sherman popped up with his wild eyes to ask, “to forestall the Chinese counterattack with a strategic nuclear strike?”

	Fred snorted and almost laughed at this. “Well, yes, it’s technically possible. But, um, no, as of right now the American homeland is in no way threatened. That will change if we break the taboo on using strategic nuclear weapons.”

	Fred continued on with his other points, which included yielding gains in Central Asia to enemy forces in order to consolidate control of the European part of Russia and bringing home National Guard units to quell the outbreak of riots on the west coast. He also talked about the domestic situation, about the declining output of drone production as a result of shortfalls in key components, which in turn resulted from supply line disruptions, either from India or because of riots and domestic terrorist attacks on bridges and rail lines.

	“Last thing, Mr. President, and I think this is the most important. We should look for a way to bring about a termination of hostilities. Whatever spin we want, whatever partial victory we want to claim, whatever pomp and ceremony are required, but we have to do something right now to bring about an end to this war. The United States military is trying to both conquer and occupy the bulk of Asia. We are strained to the breaking point.”

	There was a long, loaded silence. Adam did not look mad, instead having reverted from his flare of life back to an empty stare. Ruben decided to be the one to interrupt.

	“Mr. President. I still have contacts within the European diplomatic community. I went ahead and approached some of them, off the record, about opening up negotiations with the Russians. Now, I’m talking strictly back-channel stuff at the moment, but I do believe we can find a reasonable peace offer . . .”

	“We are not!” Adam broke into a shout as he turned toward the Secretary of State, “going to negotiate with the Russians.”

	Ruben’s frustration took the form of a visible shake, running down his arms and through his entire body. “We have to negotiate with somebody. You just heard it, we can’t keep fighting a war on this scale. I don’t have the same connections to the Chinese but we could move in that direction if you prefer. I think if we proposed a peace conference, China would accept the EU acting as mediators.”

	“We are NOT going to start negotiating.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“We are at war, Mr. Secretary. America, your country, is at war for her very survival. We are not going to negotiate. We are going to win. Anybody who suggests negotiating right now is giving aide and comfort to the enemy.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“Anybody, Anybody! No matter how their high rank or position in the cabinet, who from now on suggests negotiating with our enemies, will be considered to have provided direct aide and comfort to an enemy of the United States of America and will be brought up on charges of treason and so fucking help me God I will do everything in my power to make sure that traitor receives the death penalty that they fucking deserve!”

	As he spoke Adam rose until he finished standing and glaring around the room. Nobody had anything more to add.

	 

	Over the heavy winter that year, I noticed for the first time, in a visceral rather then analytical way, just how bad the economy had gotten. A sudden, brief bout of inflation resulted in surging prices for just about everything. Those people being payed in corporate credit, or living under price controls, probably felt pretty good right then. Most federal workers and federal contractors, like myself, found ourselves getting paid with ever larger sums of ever more worthless money.

	“It’s not hyper-inflation,” Dr. Graham said in a pre-press conference planning session. “It’s just really bad regular inflation.”

	At work we took out a loan to cover rent on the office, which was a good move since within a few months the loan amount was insignificant. At home I just stopped paying rent. The management company never said anything, being involved in some bankruptcy filing themselves. I realized at some point I had officially joined the ranks of the squatters.

	As a member of the president’s staff, I had access to a preferential parking garage downtown, which also had car recharge stations. Unlike areas outside the beltway, the rationing price controls were still enforced there, so I got an awesome deal on keeping my car running. The extra mobility was crucial because it was now difficult to find anything at a store. As soon as shipments came in people would buy out everything, stocking up before prices were marked up again. At grocery stores and department stores, crowds lined up, like they did for holiday season sales, on whatever day of the week had a new shipment coming in. Also like the holiday sales, mad rushes would ensue when the doors opened. I went to one of these once, got nothing because I refused to wade in and risk being trampled, and vowed to find a better solution.

	Ordering anything online just seemed to be throwing money off into the ether. Everything was back-ordered. It could be weeks or months before it showed up. There was no such thing as ‘free shipping’ anymore.

	I ended up making road trips, sometimes ferrying some staff along as a favor, to more remote locations when we heard a store had something in stock. We would drive as far as Baltimore or Richmond in search of toilet paper and soap and FDA-approved food.

	The drives themselves always took us into interesting territory. Heading south, life looked normal until we got off the highway. Moving away from the I-95 corridor, the urban landscape shifted. The shells of cars or buses, sandbags, or stacks of rocks and concrete chunks served to barricade cul-de-sacs or other residential side roads. I saw several strip malls and open storefronts with haphazard structures erected on the roofs, made from scrap wood, metal siding, and other random materials. We passed a former mall that now looked like some kind of post-industrial castle, with plywood battlements and a sheet metal reenforced gate.

	I got the impression that all those people who spent their time stockpiling stuff and preparing for the apocalypse had decided it had arrived and moved to implement their plans. In a couple places we passed what looked like parks where the grass was now torn up and replaced with winter wheat, now just sprouting. Patchwork fences stood around these fields, and men with rifles could be seen loitering nearby or watching from some adjacent elevated structures.

	Up in Maryland the state was still providing economic relief. Ernest, along with a couple of my younger staffers, lived in Maryland and were eligible now for food stamps since the state poverty line was indexed to inflation. Claiming the food stamps, however, required a drive up to a relief center outside Baltimore, so I gave them a ride.

	The Maryland relief effort headquarters, we found, was a former football stadium, converted into an armed camp, in the process of transforming into some kind of fortress. The field and parking lot were filled with trailers, the broadcast booth up above now a command center, wooden frame trusses built up over the seating serving as places to stack cargo palettes.

	Haphazard chain link fences surrounded the stadium parking lot, in some cases backed by concrete barriers. Everyone around the place had a sidearm on display.

	We had to park a few blocks away and leave someone to guard the car. The rest of us waited in a long line that snaked through a series of tents before ending at the stadium entrance, where we at last got a few boxes of food and supplies. As we were leaving I saw a convoy enter the compound on the opposite side, consisting of armored trucks and Road Warrior-like tractor-trailers loaded with supplies.

	Ernest wanted to share some of the supplies we got on that run with me, since I provided the car, but I refused. In those days I was still eating well enough. The farmer’s market still occurred each week in my local market center, though the offerings were a little skimpier. There was also always plenty of frightening looking, often unlabeled canned meat and vegetables to be had at the half-empty grocery stores. In any event I still had cash to throw at these things. Then of course the White House was still well supplied with food. I never would have thought I would come to appreciate the state juice bar so much.

	 

	Just like the previous year, Adam’s doctors insisted he take a few weeks off around his birthday. A bunch of us left the rugged DC winter for a milder cold out west at the Eyrie.

	It was a good time to be out of town. The Democratic House was by now in full swing. At first they had gone for some pointless gestures, passing bills that defunded the military operations in Asia, that repealed the Global Security Act and the Social Contract Act, that levied a new corporate tax and instituted an economic stimulus plan. All these dreams died in the Senate, voted down or just ignored by Senator Rose.

	Of more import was the second round. Individual committee chairs in the House, wanting to make their own impact, started a series of investigations. Special councils were appointed. Subpoenas were issued. Documents were requested. No part of the Hanson administration or Adam’s legacy was unquestioned. I even had to turn over some of the database info I was compiling for the Permanent Majority initiative.

	Dealing with the special prosecutors was a headache, because they were both rude and demanding, and I was glad to arrive in Denver and switch to casual dress. It looked like the trip might do Adam a lot of good too. Around the White House he was shambling around like a zombie, stooped and with a shuffling gait, his left arm held tight to his side as if that half of him were paralyzed. The first morning out at the Eyrie he strolled out onto the veranda and stretched, reaching both hands up and inhaling the mountain air.

	Over the course of the next few days, I spent most of my time outside, hiking the various mountain trails near the Eyrie or walking around the vast grounds out back. I spent a lot of time chatting with Cassie, who ranked enough by now to get invited on these junkets. Of course I also spent many evening out of the veranda with Fred, drinking and hearing the latest from the military conferences.

	“Israel has officially withdrawn from the war,” he told me one day. This was another development I knew was coming for some time. The maximum four-year term between elections in Israel had expired, and the subsequent voting saw the collapse of the Security and Development coalition. New Labor party Prime Minister Peter Behud had campaigned on a promise to withdraw the IDF from Syria and Jordan (making a point not to refer to it as Transjordan), leaving those two nations to their anarchic fate. The day after informing Adam, the new prime minster gave a speech, vowing continued support for the United Democracies as an organization but stating that Israeli could no longer take part in ‘an overreaching global war to impose democracy by the sword.’

	Many of us, including myself, thought this might at last be the impetus for Adam to consider negotiations himself. Instead at dinner he could not stop berating the Israelis. “I thought we had strong allies. I tried to build an alliance of strong, free people. Free people ought to know the price paid for that freedom. Instead they want it given to them. Fighting gets too hard so ‘fuck it,’ freedom really isn’t worth it. We’ll take peace as a second rate people instead. Fucking cowards.”

	We all noticed the tepid, half-hearted tone of this rant. I think Dr. Graham took it as an opening. “Maybe this is the time to consider negotiations. We can spin it as America willing to fight on but being unable to because we were undermined by our allies.”

	“No, not yet. We cannot negotiate from a position of weakness. Once we have broken their spring offensive and they realize they cannot defeat America so easily, then we can have this discussion.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“It’s just a matter of time Jonah. The Russians, the Chinese, they’re facing worse deprivations than the American people because of this war. It’s fought on their home turf. They’re getting nuked, by their own governments even. How long are they gonna keep fighting for totalitarian, criminal regimes that nuke their own people? Most of the Russian army ran away in the first two weeks. We just need to hold out a little longer and the whole despotic house of cards will collapse.”

	“So what does this mean for the Middle East?” I asked Fred over a nightcap.

	“It means the Iranian president is going to follow through on his election promise to send troops into Mesopotamia to stop the anti-Shiite forces there. He’s already claiming the Shiites are being persecuted and subjected to mass arrests. That’s not the worst part though.”

	“God. What is?”

	“The coming spring offensive.” Fred took a long, slow drink, and for a moment seemed like he would not continue. “The president refuses to believe the intelligence estimates on the number of enemy troops available. Our defensive positions aren’t strong enough for what’s coming.”

	“How big are we talking here?”

	“Well, let me put it this way. When the war with China broke out we had an estimate of the grand total number of units the Revolutionary Army could field.”

	“I remember,” I said, recalling the field of red icons on the Situation Room map table.

	“Well the size of the force launching this counterattack is greater than that number.”

	“That’s bad.”

	“It’s very bad. Point is, there is no way we’re going to throw back this attack without the use of strategic nuclear weapons.”

	“Not even fission bombs?” I asked, recalling again the important distinction.

	“Tactical warheads would just prompt retaliation with tactical warheads. We can’t trade blows like that and end up on top.”

	“Isn’t the same true of strategic warheads?”

	“Exactly. That’s the problem.”

	It did not take long for the rumor that the president was considering a major nuclear strike to spread throughout the Eyrie. The next day at lunch the whole of the inner circle was gathered in the expansive dining room, the conversation low, the rumors hanging over the whole assembly. Just as we sat down Adam entered. He was smiling if not jubilant. For a moment I wondered if he had already ordered strategic nuclear strikes and was happy because the pressure was gone, having decided to end everything. He shuffled forward and took his seat at the end of the table. Eve reached over to touch his shoulder, and he responded with a broad smile.

	As dinner was served, Adam started talking in his usual strong voice. “So, get this. You know what I heard on the radio the other day?”

	All of us were afraid to answer. “What?” Kris, sitting next to me, asked.

	“A remake, remix or whatever, of one of my old songs, the ones I wrote in New York. Can you believe anybody would want to remake one of those? And this was on some top-forty station. It’s popular! Do people have no taste any more?”

	“I’ve always liked those songs of yours,” Eve said.

	“They’re okay, I’m not saying I think they’re bad. But remaking one with synthesizers and, I don’t know, that echo effect they put in to every song nowadays? It’s just absurd. I mean, let’s be honest, I never had any musical talent.”

	“That’s just not true Adam.”

	“No, really. I could play, write some stuff, whatever, it was obviously not where my true calling was. I wanted to be a rock star because I wanted the concept, you know. Music, the music itself was secondary. Not that I didn’t like music, but, you get my meaning. It’s ridiculous anybody would pay for the rights to those songs.”

	“Do you not own the rights to them yourself?” Kris asked. It seemed brave of her to keep part in this inane conversation. I was gripped by the irrational fear that saying anything would trigger nuclear Armageddon.

	“You know,” Adam said, “I don’t know. You’re right, I might still have some kind of copyright to those songs. Manny, look in to that when you get a chance, will you.”

	“Of course.”

	The next day, and for a week after, leading up to Adam’s actual birthday, the president just nodded his way through briefings while the Pentagon brass reported continued withdraws under a massive Russian and Chinese assault. An initial plan to fall back to the September ‘37 line of demarcation, destroying air bases and facilities in our wake, was revised a few days later to a hastier withdraw clear out from European Russia, into the Ukraine, Belarus, and Georgia. There was also talk, always couched in terms of ‘if such and such doesn’t work’ or ‘if this and that base should fall,’ about withdrawing from that front altogether.

	Dinner each evening remained just as stilted. Adam told stories about his time in Iraq or about the early days of the National Tea Party. They were the same old stories he had told us on so many previous occasions. I felt as though I could recite them just as well.

	One day Eve, having spent the day in town, pressed Adam with talk of the devastation. There were giant lines of people at soup kitchens, military patrols roaming the otherwise car-less streets, and up in Boulder a large segment of the city had burned down in rioting a month earlier.

	“Fucking liberals,” Adam said. “It’s the same on the west coast. Some hard time comes along and fuck everything, we’re rioting, cause burning down the local small business is a great way to improve the economy. I’ll tell you this, when all this is over, there’s not gonna be some amnesty. Every fucking anti-American shit that took part in some vandalism or theft or rioting this year will be hunted down. I’ll even take the job of hunting them down for the next administration if I have to.”

	 

	When we first started coming out to the Eyrie a lot of Adam’s people chose to stay in hotels, a twenty or thirty minute drive away. Even as his inner circle got bigger over the years the expense of transportation meant a lot more people started staying at the Eyrie itself. Most of the guest bedrooms were now doubles. Fred and I bunked together in one with a literal bunk bed.

	Both of us were hard sleepers, so I have no idea when the commotion started. I was awoken in the three AM hour by noises in the hallway. I lay awake for awhile, thinking I would ignore it, but there was an odd light in the room that prevented me from getting back to sleep.

	At last I got up and looked out the window. This room looked out over an upper floor patio above the veranda. Beyond this I saw a red light marking the horizon. A large part of Denver was on fire.

	I woke Fred, then headed downstairs. Still in my pajamas and without coffee I stumbled into the conference room. Director Hemming and a few of her staff were on the video conference screen. Bob and Manny, along with a few aides, had seats around the table. They were in their pajamas as well, and looking like they were about to fall back asleep where they sat.

	“I’m not going to wake the president for just another riot,” Manny said. “All he’s going to say is that as far as he cares Portland can burn.”

	“Portland,” Hemming said, “and Seattle, Olympia, Sacramento, San Francisco, Eugene, Salem, Santa Barbara . . .”

	“All can burn.”

	“Any city starting with S can burn,” Bob joked.

	“Um, guys.” I stepped in to the room to interrupt. “Guys. It kind of looks like Denver is on fire.” I pointed toward the front of the house.

	Bob looked at me with a smile, then saw on my face that I was not joking. He jumped to his feet and almost pushed me aside as he rushed out of the room.

	“Like I’ve been telling you,” Hemming said, “these aren’t isolated incidents. This is part of a general uprising.”

	“That’s absurd,” Manny said.

	“Your refusal to face reality is what’s absurd. We have lost contact with both Franks and the 101st Airborne command.”

	“So you’ve lost contact with people who aren’t suppose to report to you anyway. I’m not waking up the president for this. You can give him the story at the morning briefing.”

	“By which time it will be too late.”

	“Bah.” Manny waved a dismissive hand at the screen. “Tell it to the president, Ms. Director.” With that he reached forward and ended the conference call.

	A second later Bob reappeared at the room entrance. “The city is on fire,” he said.

	Manny got up to go see, and I followed. Out on the veranda we found a small gathering, including Eve. They were standing and watching as a strange, pseudo-sunrise lit up the horizon.

	“What’s going on?” Eve asked.

	“It’s another riot,” Fred said.

	“Should we do something?”

	“It’s far off,” Manny said. “We’re not going anywhere tonight anyway. We’ll wait and see in the morning.”

	By dawn the red glow on the horizon had faded to nothing, but there were plenty of fires being reported in the conference room.

	“They have declared the formation of what they are calling the Free Pacific States,” Director Hemming said from the conference room screen. “They seized the capital buildings in Sacramento, Salem, Olympia, and Carson City. I also have reports that attempts were made to occupy the Arizona capital building in Phoenix and the Colorado capital building in Denver.” She stated all this in a precise voice, as if trying to sound as robotic and neutral as possible. “Police stations, fire stations, hospitals, and various state and federal buildings throughout these states have been occupied.”

	Adam,  standing behind his chair at the end of the table in a ratty t-shirt, looked a little more alive than usual. “Is there any word from Franks?”

	“No sir. Last we knew he was at a meeting in Sacramento.”

	“Mr. President,” Deputy Defense Secretary Middleton slipped up next to Adam. “Mr. President, the Pentagon says they have contact with Major General Olivia Davion of the 101st Airborne division.”

	“Great, can we get her on the line?”

	“Yes, Mr. President.”

	“Hold on Director, we’ve got a report from the one-hundred and first.”

	There was some haphazard scrambling with the telecom connections, but at last the general’s voice broke over the conference room. “Mr. President?”

	“General Davion, yes, this is the president. Where are you right now?”

	“Field command in Fresno, sir.” She sounded like she was out of breath.

	“Okay, good. What’s going on out there?”

	“We’re experiencing some extreme operational difficulties, sir.”

	“General, it’s a little early for military euphemisms. How about you just give me the no-bullshit assessment.”

	“It’s chaos, Mr. President. I’ve lost contact with over half my regional operation centers. I have reason to believe a large portion of the personnel under my command have defected to the insurgency. Also, of the fifty-six supply depots our forces have been holding, all but three have either defected, come under attack, or failed to report in at all this morning.”

	Adam braced himself on the table and drew a deep breath. “Okay. Thank you general. How about your current location? Is that secure?”

	“Yes, Mr. President, field command remains secure.”

	“Good. Sit tight. We’ll be getting you support as soon as we can.”

	The telecom was disconnected, and Adam turned back up to look at Hemming. “Director, why the fuck didn’t we see this coming?”

	“Mr. President? This low level insurgency has been mentioned in my status reports for months now.”

	“Why is it the first I’m hearing about it?”

	Adam continued to stare at the screen, but I sensed some awkward glances being exchanged around the room.

	“Mr. President.” The tense moment was interrupted by Adam’s Secret Service chief. He slipped in and stood next to the president, talking in a low voice that we could still hear in the otherwise silent room. “Mr. President, this location is not secure. We need to get you out of here.”

	“What? What do you mean not secure?”

	“Mr. President, this city nearly fell to secessionist rebels last night. It’s not safe for you to remain here.”

	“Almost fell to rebels? Where did you get that . . .” Adam turned back toward the screen. “Hemming, is this your doing? Did you declare Denver unsecure?”

	“It’s not secure, Mr. President. I’m just looking out for your own safety.”

	“God fucking damn it.”

	“I’m afraid she’s right, Mr. President,” Manny said. “We shouldn’t stay here with everything that’s going on. You’re needed back in Washington to coordinate the response to this crisis.”

	He stared at Manny with a withering look, then switched this to Hemming, but neither backed down. “Alright, alright, let’s pack up and roll. We’ll resume this conversation in DC.”

	By noon the presidential motorcade was rolling out of the Eyrie. As we drove into the city we saw that the destruction was more extensive than just the lights had indicated. There were smashed up cars and buildings lining the freeway clear out to the airport, which itself had suffered damage. One terminal was closed off, the road in front of it littered with shot up cars, the remains of an intense gunfight between GSA agents and rebels trying to storm the building.

	As always the presidential entourage was ushered through to the general aviation section, where we boarded Air Force One. Once we were in the air Adam got on the conference call again with Hemming and the Pentagon.

	Already though I think the president, like his advisors, had realized the truth of the situation. There was nothing we could do about this secession crisis. The 101st Airborne Division was gone, taking their equipment and throwing in with the rebels, or setting off on their own perhaps, forming their own little fiefdoms in the Cascade Mountains. There were just enough forces left under General Davion to continue holding Los Angeles and the surrounding super-sprawl. They ordered her to begin preparing for an operation to retake the rebellious cities as soon as reenforcements arrived, but it was an order both given and received without much expectation of anything happening. The rest of the army was still fighting for its life in Eurasia.

	The Joint Chiefs said it was impossible to call up the National Guard units just rotated home from the Middle East. Their evasive explanation was that the units were not up to full strength and time was needed to restock their necessary supplies and equipment. In reality the desperate looks in the generals’ eyes told me they were afraid to even try mobilizing those units again. They suspected, perhaps even knew, that calling up the National Guard, calling up any military unit once it got back to the states, would result in that unit melting away just as the 101st Airborne had.

	



	

Chapter 27

	 

	PALE RIDER

	 

	That summer it seemed impossible to perceive or comprehend the state of the country. Finishing up our sixth straight quarter of economic contraction. Fuel prices setting new records and trickling through to create price spikes for electricity, for water, for food, for everything. Real unemployment as high as fifty percent in some places. Inevitable military defeats looming in Asia. Ever more internationally isolated from leery allies. New England having declared pseudo-independence through legal maneuvering. The Pacific Northwest having declared actual independence through armed uprising. New York still under martial law but eyeing these other two regions with a certain envy.

	It was my job, always had been my job, to try to predict the future. Now what I saw ahead was not me selling my company and enjoying a quiet retirement. I saw myself starving to death, or being lynched by a starving mob because I had food.

	Cassie thought this overblown. “Energy prices will come down again. They always do.”

	“They’ve been going up for two years straight. What will the world look like when they finally do come down?”

	“I don’t know, but we’re not about to starve to death, Sam.”

	For those of us in the DC area the biggest problem of life was still gas prices and air conditioning. I let some of my staff set up cots or tents and sleeping bags or whatever on our second floor, to sleep at the office and reduce their total number of commutes. On a few occasions I even gave some of them a ride, which was becoming a much bigger favor.

	As for the heat, there was little to be done. Despite a trend to set the hottest summer on record, few places ran their AC. I enjoyed the cool of my server room when I could and sweated through the rest of life.

	I still spent a lot of time at the White House, which I got to from the office via the Metro, despite its erratic schedule.

	I was at the White House one hot afternoon in late June. The original schedule called for a meeting with the president about the continued effort to fight off the legion of special prosecutors now plaguing the administration. So far calling them traitors and threatening them with prosecution under the Global Security Act had not deterred any of them, nor endeared anybody to our cause.

	Just after lunch Adam was called away after some major military set back in the Ukraine or Georgia that compelled him to make a special trip over to the Pentagon to evaluate the situation. I was left at the White House with Dr. Graham, who was now chairing this meeting. “Despite everything,” I reported, “the president still has a slim plurality approval, forty-eight percent to forty six percent disapproving of his job.”

	“For the state the economy is in, that’s nothing short of a miracle,” Kris said.

	“It seems like attacking these prosecutors directly just looks petty,” the doctor said. “What’s kept the president afloat is staying above the political fray and concentrating just on the war. Our responses shouldn’t involve the president directly.”

	“He wants to be involved,” I said. “Plus he’s a lame duck at this point. What has he got to loose?”

	“Technically he’s not a lame duck. He can run again.”

	“Seriously? Is the president considering running for another term?”

	“He hasn’t said anything to me, but I’m just putting this out there. We should make our plans with the possibility the president will run again in 2040. Particularly if the war hasn’t reached some kind of conclusion by the beginning of next year.”

	I paused, taking a moment to absorb this idea. That was when the armed men burst in.

	We were holding this meeting in the big conference room, even though there were less then ten of us present. With no air conditioning it was stifling, and we had spread ourselves out, propping up feet and loosening ties in a vain attempt to avoid overheating. None of us quite moved, too hot and shocked, when the door swung open and men in heavy body armor and camouflage entered.

	They did not arrive like they were trying to take us by surprise. There were no pointed firearms or commandos crashing in through the windows. But they did have their rifles out and moved with some alacrity, entering through both doors and surrounding the conference table and all of us present.

	“Um,” I manage to say.

	“Gentleman,” Dr. Graham said. “Can I help you?”

	“Dr. Jonah Graham?”

	“That’s me.”

	“I’m Lieutenant Haase, of the 148th Infantry. We’re here to secure this location.”

	“Why?”

	“The president has just been assassinated.”

	“What?! Are you serious?”

	“I’m afraid so. There was an explosion at the Pentagon.”

	“You got here fast. We hadn’t heard anything . . .” The doctor got out his mobile and tried to pull up something. “Oh, no wonder, I don’t have signal.”

	“Neither do I,” I said. “Another network outage.”

	“Let’s try the house connection.”

	Dr. Graham pulled up the conference computer on the big screen. In short order he was connected to a news stream. Giant font was strewn across the headline banner. ‘President Assassinated.’ The main image was a ground level shot of the Pentagon. It showed a window in the top floor with black smoke pouring out into the summer sky.

	“Oh my goodness,” the doctor said.

	A female news anchor was speaking. “Top Pentagon officials are confirming now that President Hanson has been killed. The president was attending a meeting with the civilian and military leadership, we’ve been told the subject of the meeting was the ongoing military operation in the Ukraine, at some point during the meeting a bomb exploded within the room, within the conference room. No word yet as to how a bomb was planted within a Pentagon conference room. What you’re seeing here, if you’re just joining us, is the Pentagon, a fire in the Pentagon where, just less than an hour ago, a bomb went off, killing now, we’re being told, killing four people, including President Hanson.”

	“Gentlemen,” the National Guard lieutenant said. “I’d like to get you all downstairs to a more secure room.”

	“Is there some kind of threat here?” Kris asked.

	“Unknown ma’am, but a bomb has exploded within the Pentagon. My orders are to take every precaution.”

	We all shuffled downstairs, flanked by infantrymen with assault rifles, and gathered in the Oval Office anteroom. Some other White House staffers were already here.

	“What the hell is going on?” Alex Badillo asked.

	“The president has been assassinated,” Dr. Graham said. “I don’t know anything more.”

	Several of the female staffers broke into tears, one even crying on Kris’ shoulder. “I can’t get any kind of reception,” she said.

	“Neither can we. It’s a network outage.”

	“Great timing for that.”

	“Probably too many people getting online to see the news,” the doctor held up his mobile, looking for a signal.

	“No, that would crash the news streams, but not kill internet connection altogether.”

	“Then it’s just bad luck, huh? Is this some remnant of the cyber-attack?”

	“Everyone loves to blame that for bad connections, but it’s probably just a regular outage.” Kris looked at her mobile again. “Yeah, see I’m getting a little bit of signal here.”

	“Hey, me too,” I said. “Just barely. Oh, nevermind, it’s gone.”

	I started moving around the room some, just to see if there was a better signal at a different spot. While everyone was crying or talking or trying to get some news out of the National Guardsmen now guarding the exits, I slipped through the open doorway into the Oval Office. In here my signal jumped quite a bit, to my surprise.

	Right away I saw I had a missed call from Cassie. I called her back.

	“Hey, have you heard?”

	“Sam. Are you at the White House?”

	“I am. I’m in the Oval Office in fact.”

	“Okay, this is super important. I’m gonna conference you in with my other line.”

	“Um, okay.”

	I waited a moment while the sound on the call dropped, then picked back up with a lot more ambient noise. “You still there Sam?”

	“I’m here.”

	“Okay, go ahead.”

	“Sam?” The president’s unmistakable voice came over my phone.

	“Adam?”

	“Sam, what the fuck is going on?”

	“I don’t know. I thought you were dead!”

	“I’m hearing reports of my exaggerated demise all over. What the fuck is happening there? I’ve been trying to get in touch with Jonah.”

	“We were just in a meeting when a bunch of National Guard guys burst in and told us you’d been killed. We saw it on the news streams. Now they’ve moved us down to the anteroom and nobody can get a signal.”

	“Is Jonah there?”

	“He’s just, um, hold on.”

	I stepped to the doorway and waved Dr. Graham over. Once he was in the Oval Office I closed the door and handed him my mobile.

	“Hello . . . oh my, sir, you’re . . . uh-huh . . . uh-huh . . . okay, will do.”

	He hung up and gave me back my mobile. “The president is being moved to an undisclosed location. The assassination attempt on his life failed. He wants me to hold a press conference right away to announce that he’s still alive.”

	“Why isn’t the president announcing that himself?”

	“He can’t, not until he gets set up at a more secure location. Sam, you should stay here in case he needs to get in touch with us again.”

	Dr. Graham opened the Oval Office door and marched back in to the anteroom. I hung out in the doorway there and watched as the doctor approached a man in full uniform who had just arrived himself.

	“Excuse me gentlemen,” the doctor said as he came up to the officer and the wall of soldiers in the doorway behind him. “I have to organize a press conference.”

	“Hold up there,” the officer said. “I’m in charge here and nobody’s holding any press conference.”

	“And who exactly are you?”

	“Major Olsen, 148th Infantry, and I’ve been ordered to secure this location.”

	“Well major, I just received a call from the president himself. He’s still alive and he ordered me to hold a press conference to announce that fact.”

	“I don’t know anything about that. My orders are to secure this location.”

	“But the president is still alive,” the doctor looked around with a puzzled expression. “He just told me . . .”

	“My orders,” the major broke into an almost shout, “are to secure this location, including all communications. Nobody is to communicate in or out without my say so.”

	“So the fact that the president is still alive . . .”

	“Orders are orders.”

	Dr. Graham took a step back, blinking as if to clear his vision, looking around in shock at all the infantrymen holding down this room. “This is some kind of coup attempt!”

	“I don’t know anything about that, sir, my orders . . .”

	“Bullshit!” Alex Badillo jumped to his feet. “The doctor is right, you’re staging some kind of takeover, just like those traitors tried in 2030.”

	“I don’t know anything about that. My orders are to secure this location.”

	“Well why don’t we get the president on the line right now,” the doctor said, “and then you’ll know everything about that.”

	He turned to me, but I held up my mobile and shook my head. “Signal is gone. Completely.”

	Several other people looked at their mobiles again. “Wait a second,” Kris said. “You guys have been cutting off power to local signal stations haven’t you?”

	“My orders are to secure this location and ensure there is no communication in or out.”

	“Fuck me.”

	Kris flopped down on the anteroom couch. Without taking his eyes off the major Dr. Graham did the same.

	With that settled the major strolled across the room to where I stood. He shooed me out of the doorway, then entered the Oval Office and closed the door behind him. For a moment I lingered nearby, hoping to hear what he was doing inside, but even Adam shouting had a hard time getting through the heavy insulation of the Oval Office.

	A moment later Major Olsen emerged, crossed the room without a word, and left us with just his soldiers. Dr. Graham tried appealing to them.

	“Do none of you believe the president is alive? I literally just spoke to him.”

	“Sorry, sir,” the lieutenant said. “We have our orders.”

	So for the next hour and a half we sat there, waiting for something to happen. More of the White House staff, including a few Secret Service agents divested of their weapons, were brought in and crammed into adjacent rooms. Major Olsen himself came and went several times, closing himself off in the Oval Office for short periods before heading off again.

	“What is he doing in there?” Dr. Graham asked me at a whisper.

	“I’m guessing he’s using the secure landline to call somebody.”

	“Oh, I think you’re right.”

	“Do these guys not have radios?” Kris asked, leaning in to join our whispered conversation.

	“I have no idea,” I said. “I have no idea what they’re doing.”

	The heat of the afternoon settled in on the White House. As a building with a southern exposure it was not as bad as some other places, like my office, but with so many people crammed in the anteroom and one of the hottest days of the year outside, it became almost intolerable. I could not even imagine how the infantrymen, layered up in body armor, were feeling.

	The weather broke, in a metaphorical but not literal sense, when Major Olsen burst back into the anteroom for about the fifth time. He had trailing behind him a series of men in police uniforms.

	“Here we are,” the major said.

	The lead among the police came forward to stand in front of the long couch. “Dr. Jonah Graham?”

	“Yes?” The doctor got to his feet.

	The policemen was shuffling through some papers he held. “Mr. Sam Adder.”

	“That’s me.” I stood up as well.

	“Mr. Alex Badillo.”

	The younger Badillo was sitting on a chair in the corner. Without a word he got up and came to stand next to the doctor as well.

	“Gentlemen, I have warrants for your arrest.”

	“Well there’s something off the old bucket list,” I said.

	“Whoa, whoa,” Dr. Graham said. “First off, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

	“That’s not really important, now is it?” The police officer spoke in his gruffest tone,

	“So you won’t even give me the common courtesy of introducing yourself.”

	“If it’ll get you to go quietly. I am Police Chief Michael Ramsey.”

	“Chief of DC police, as I thought. Chief Ramsey, Dr. Jonah Graham, it’s good to finally meet you in person.” The doctor extended out a hand.

	“Uh, yes. I’m sorry it had to be under these circumstances.”

	“Chief Ramsey, what are the charges against us?”

	He again unfurled the rolled up papers he held and shuffled through them. “Conspiracy to commit treason.”

	“Straight to the big time,” I said.

	“Conspiracy to commit treason?”

	“You can stop playing dumb doctor,” Major Olsen said. “We know you were part of the plot to assassinate the president.”

	“You know this? Can you tell me how you know it?”

	“Dr. Graham,” the police chief said, “now is not . . .”

	“Chief Ramsey. Before you go any further, you should know that I am not part of any conspiracy to kill the president, that these men here are attempting to stage some kind of military coup, and the president himself is alive and can vouch for all this.”

	This at last got some pause from the police chief. “The president is alive?”

	“He is. We can phone him right now.”

	“How do you propose to do that?”

	Dr. Graham pointed across to the Oval Office. Chief Ramsey looked, then looked back at the doctor. With a smile Dr. Graham started across the room.

	“Whoa, whoa!” Major Olsen moved to intercede. Several of his soldiers reacted as well to his sudden burst of motion, moving in around the doctor. “You are not going in there.”

	“Stand down major,” Chief Ramsey said, stepping forward as well with some of his officers backing him up. “We’re handling this situation.”

	“I am in charge of this location and my orders are to ensure . . .”

	“What exactly are you afraid of major?” I asked.

	Olsen stopped dead mid-sentence, everyone giving him expectant stares. He backed down, stepping out of the doctor’s way and allowing him into the Oval Office.

	Alex followed along, and seeing this I decided to as well. Dr. Graham got on the president’s secure black-phone landline. It was something from a past era, with a corded handset and a series of speed dial buttons. From his mobile the doctor pulled up a number on his contact list and started manually dialing.

	“Who are you calling?” Major Olsen asked.

	“Air Force One. Private presidential line.” A minute later Dr. Graham was speaking on the phone. “Mr. President? I have DC Police Chief Ramsey here, who has just shown up at the White House to arrest me, and a Major Olsen from the national guard, who claims he has orders to secure the White House and prevent anybody inside from communicating outside.”

	There was a pause, then the doctor passed the phone off to the police chief. His voice almost cracked as he said ‘hello.’

	Another pause. “Yes . . . yes Mr. President . . . I can sir . . . yes, right away.”

	He hung up the phone. An awkward silence settled over the room while Chief Ramsey just stared at the archaic device.

	“You gentlemen are no longer under arrest,” he said. “I have to go.”

	“Whoa, whoa!” Major Olsen again moved to intercede, this time blocking the exit to the Oval Office. “He just calls some random number and you believe whoever is on the other end?”

	“That was the president I spoke to. I have no doubt.”

	Ramsey stepped around the major and back out into the anteroom, signaling his men to gather up and roll out. Before they could Major Olsen came up behind the chief and called out.

	“I’m sorry, officers,” Olsen said. “I cannot allow you to leave. Men.”

	Infantrymen standing around with lackadaisical poses now stepped to attention, blocking off all the exit doorways.

	Ramsey turned back around to the major. “The president has ordered me to proceed to the Pentagon and arrest the conspirators taking part in the assassination attempt.”

	“The Pentagon is outside DC jurisdiction,” Olsen said.

	“My orders come straight from the president.”

	“Since when does the president give orders to DC police?”

	“Since his own soldiers decided to stage a coup against him,” Dr. Graham said, stepping back into the anteroom. “Think very carefully about what you do next, major.”

	For a moment I found myself witnessing a Mexican standoff. Policemen and National Guardsmen eyed each other, their respective leaders staring each other down, Dr. Graham in the middle of it all. I was still hanging back in the Oval Office doorway, ready to dive for cover.

	“Chief Ramsey,” the major said. “You and your men can go. But my orders are to keep this place under lockdown and that’s what I’m going to do. Everyone else is staying put.”

	“Major, is that really your best move?” the doctor asked. Already though the policemen were exiting the room, and with them any leverage Graham had.

	The major stuck to his refrain about orders, and the doctor at last gave up and dropped back on to the couch, leaning back and staring up at the ceiling.

	Less than five minutes later the police chief and his men came right back into the room. Along with them were a new group of armed men, these ones also in combat armor but with blue blazers underneath and ‘GSA’ emblazoned across the back.

	Following behind this new surge of force was Director Hemming. She wore a blue blazer as well, over her sharp pantsuit and without the armor. Nevertheless she strolled, with confidence and calm, right up to Major Olsen.

	“Major. By order of the president of the United States, I am placing you under arrest.”

	“Me? For what charge?”

	“Treason.”

	“What? That’s preposterous.”

	Despite the stifling heat of the room, Hemming’s flat voice made it sound like she was made of ice. “You can tell that to a judge.”

	Already other GSA agents were behind the major, relieving him of his firearm. When they went to handcuff him, though, he brushed them off. “You have no authority to do this!”

	“I have been granted the authority by the president, who has declared martial law within the District of Columbia and charged me with restoring order.”

	“Restoring order?”

	“You do realize, major, that anything you say can be used against you in a court of law.”

	At that the major shut right up and allowed himself to be handcuffed. Hemming called out for the second-in-command, a Captain Harris, who rushed forward and saluted as if he were answering a general.

	“Captain, you are now in charge of this regiment. You have been operating out of Andrews Air Force Base, correct?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” He was still saluting as he spoke, then at last thought better of it and dropped his arm. “Yes, ma’am, for the remainder of our rotation.”

	“See to it that all your men, the ones here and whoever else the major has deployed around the city, return to base immediately.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	With that the major and his infantrymen were gone. Hemming watched them leave with her implacable stare, then turned to Dr. Graham.

	“You have a press conference to organize, I am told?”

	“I do, yes. Thank you, director, your timing was impeccable.”

	An hour later the White House press corp was gathered in the press briefing room with Dr. Graham at the front podium. His announcement was not prepared and consisted of a haphazard series of questions and statements.

	“There has been an attempt on the president’s life . . . A bomb was planted within the conference room where he was meeting with Pentagon officials this morning . . . Yes, there were fatalities but the president was not among them . . . I have no other details on the fatalities at this time . . . Yes, I have spoken to the president, he suffered some minor wounds but is in good spirits and is currently being taken to a secure location, after which he will address the nation . . . I can make no comment on whether this was some kind of coup attempt . . . Yes, of course, a full investigation will be undertaken, of course . . . I cannot comment at this time on the nature of the bomb . . . No, I simply have no information. I do not know any of the details about the bomb or who planted it or how. I do not know.”

	I stood at the back of the press briefing room and watched Dr. Graham handle the questions. I found myself at last starting to wonder the same things the press was asking. Before I could contemplate it further I was pulled from my reverie by a nearby presence.

	I turned to see Director Hemming standing next to me. She was also watching Dr. Graham but now spoke in a low voice.

	“Mr. Adder. Sam. May I call you Sam?”

	“Sure, why not? Should I call you Rebecca?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay then.”

	“Sam, I wanted to ask you a personal favor.”

	“No kidding.”

	“You can refuse if you want.”

	“It’s not that.” I glanced away. Unlike Adam, whose glare seemed to contain its own fire, Hemming’s stare was one of ice, which in some ways made it more unnerving. “You know, I think this is now the longest conversation we’ve ever had. You must be desperate if you’re coming to me.”

	“I’m not desperate, but there are only a select few I could ask this of, and I think you are the most approachable.”

	“Well, um, thanks. What did you need?”

	“The last two years, you’ve traveled out to Denver, to the president’s mountain home, for his birthday, correct?”

	“I’ve been out to the Eyrie a lot of times, yes.”

	She turned away, looking off into space for a moment. “How did you get invited?”

	“Well,” I hesitated, reticent after today about where this conversation might go. “I just sort of was. I don’t know. I didn’t try to get invited or anything. The president just asked me to come along.”

	“Do you think you could get me an invite when the president goes out there next?”

	I paused again, glancing back at Dr. Graham fending off questions that were moving toward inane. “You want to come to the Eyrie?”

	“I’ve been hoping to, yes, but I’ve never been invited.”

	“It’s not all that great. You sit around a lot, try to run your office remotely, and attend daily briefings. And get to listen to Adam’s endless dinner stories.”

	“If it’s not that great why do you go?”

	“I’ve skipped out a few times.”

	“Okay. All the same, I’d like to go at least once.”

	I turned to her but found her still staring off into space. “This isn’t part of some new plot to assassinate the president is it?” I smiled, though the question was only half in jest.

	“If I wanted the president gone I would not have squashed the conspirators so ruthlessly today.”

	“Well, that’s a good point. Sure, yeah, I’ll put in the good word for ya next time we go.”

	“Thank you Sam. I do appreciate it.” She stepped in front of me and extended a hand.

	“Yeah no problem . . . Rebecca. Director. I’m gonna stick with director.”

	“Whatever turns ya on.”

	When the press conference was over I gathered once more with Dr. Graham and his staff, and Director Hemming, in the big conference room. The director had a more detailed picture of what was happening around the city.

	“They also deployed some of their National Guard units to the Naval Observatory, Capital Hill, city hall, and the State Department.”

	For the first time that day the magnitude of the events started to sink in with me. This really had been some kind of military coup, intent on taking over the entire government.

	“Who is they in this case?” Kris asked.

	“The orders came from the Pentagon.”

	“Why didn’t they also occupy the police precincts?” Dr. Graham asked. “Or the utilities, power sub-stations, radio towers, internet hubs?”

	“Unknown.”

	“The disorganized insurgents on the west coast coordinated a takeover of dozens of cities just fine. It’s a little disturbing to think the Pentagon can’t manage the take over of one.”

	“Do we know who in the Pentagon gave the orders for all this?” Kris asked.

	“Still under investigation. My people have the building secured.”

	“The building?” I asked. “As in the entire Pentagon?”

	“Yes, that is correct. We’ll keep it secure until we can sort this all out. As soon as we’re done here I’m heading over there myself.”

	“I still can’t believe how inept this all was,” Dr. Graham said. “They failed to kill the president. They didn’t even try to kill the vice-president. They half-assed seizing control of the city. If they weren’t traitors they should still be fired for incompetence.”

	“It looks like their goal was to kill the vice-president as well,” Hemming said. “They probably intended for Speaker Hill to become president.”

	“What happened to the vice-president then? Was he hurt?”

	“He’s not in town. He’s in Chicago for a conference on his Permanent Majority initiative.”

	Dr. Graham laughed and shook his head. “No wonder we’re losing this war.”

	The doctor took it upon himself to escort Director Hemming out of the White House. This was a little weird, but it had been a weird day. At the front entrance we found the Secret Servicemen manning the checkpoint were beleaguered and confused by everything that had happened. After armed personnel from several competing agencies had stormed through their location and gone through various iterations of arresting each other, these guards looked torn between urges to open fire or surrender to anybody they saw. I smiled and nodded to the ones I knew.

	After all that I retired up to the state juice bar. As I result of everything I had missed lunch and was ready for a drink. They had no alcohol, so I substituted that with a hefty meal. Afterwards I found a side room with a couch and took a nap.

	By the time the sun set that day the GSA had all of DC on lock down. Getting back to my office or home would have involved getting through at least four different checkpoints. Instead I gathered with Dr. Graham and his people, also stuck here, in the big conference room, to watch the president address the nation.

	He appeared at a table or desk with a flat blue backdrop, flags hung off to the sides. A welt, red and swollen, was on his left temple. There was fire in his eyes.

	“My fellow Americans. I am speaking to you tonight from a secure location outside of Washington. Earlier today, I once again survived a cowardly attempt upon my life. Some members of the Pentagon staff took it upon themselves to subvert our long held American tradition of civilian oversight of the military. The goal of these conspirators was nothing less than to eliminate the rightfully elected leadership or our country and replace it with a military dictatorship.”

	He went on to describe the bomb blast in grisly detail. “The explosive device was smuggled in to the Pentagon by some of the senior staff and assembled in a top floor conference room. These traitors triggered the explosion during a meeting and then set about illegally sending National Guard units to take control of our government. Several brave men, generals and civilians, were killed in the blast, and I myself was wounded.”

	After some more details about the blast, Adam concluded with a plea to the divine. “Ever since I joined the army, I have been prepared to die for my country. Had God called me back to him today, I would have gone to him with an open heart and a clean conscience. But I think, had this rebellion succeeded, the result would have been disastrous for the war effort and for the larger promise of freedom and prosperity throughout the world. I believe God spared me today. I believe He spared me so that I might continue as president, that I might see our current military operations to their successful conclusion. As with the previous attempt to kill and depose me this one has only renewed my resolve and my faith in God and in everything our country stands for. As God has blessed me today, may He continue to bless you all and continue to bless the United States of America.”

	As the news streams all cut to post-speech analysis and reports on the fallout from the day Dr. Graham turned off the conference room video screen.

	“If the president had died,” he said, “the country would have viewed that as a judgement from God too.”

	“Would you have disagreed with that assessment?” I asked.

	“I don’t claim to know God’s will. But when I first heard the news this afternoon, I would never have thought everything would turn out so well by the end of the day.”

	 

	Two days after the assassination attempt I found myself back at the White House having lunch with the president. He had with him, wrapped in a clear plastic bag as if it just came from the dry cleaner, a tattered suit. He was in a more jubilant mood than I had seen in years.

	“I have sweated through and ruined a lot of suits in my life,” Adam said, “but this is the first one I’ll be keeping.” He lifted up the plastic bag to give a better view of the actual suit. One of the pant legs was in tatters. There were rips and burn marks all along the jacket arm.

	“Look at this. I survived this, with no serious injury. I think I’ll have this sent to the Eyrie and framed or something.”

	“Perhaps save it for your presidential library,” Manny said.

	“Ooo, yeah, even better idea. I love it. Yes.”

	At that moment some other members of the inner circle arrived, including Eve. She had been at a charity event in Philadelphia on the day of the bombing. Security concerns had prevented her from returning until now. She spotted Adam and rushed across the room to hug him. He made a point of showing off his ruined suit and his plans to display it. There were tears in Eve’s eyes as she smiled at this suggestion, too overwhelmed to complain about keeping a shredded suit.

	“I was so scared . . .” Eve started to say.

	“Everything turned out for me. I always tell you, God won’t call me back until he’s finished with me here on Earth.”

	“Are you sure it’s safe for us to be back here, so soon afterwards?”

	Adam threw his head back and made an exaggerated wave of dismissal. “This was all perpetrated by a couple bad apples in the Pentagon. Another reason to reduce government bureaucracy, I might add. Most of the people acting that day, they didn’t realize what was going on. Those National Guardsmen, the police, they were getting what they thought were legitimate orders. Once people started realizing, the whole plot unraveled and everything cleared up. It’s like a spring thunderstorm, and now we’re in for some sunny days ahead.

	Some more of the inner circle, including staffers from the Nationalist party and the First Lady’s secretary, had also arrived, and they lined up to hug Adam or shake his hand. “God selected me for this task,” he said, to nobody in particular. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be alive. I am certain this is a sign that everything is going to turn out just as it should.”

	As we sat down to eat, Adam recounted his story from that day. The conference room where this meeting had occurred had a touch screen map table similar to the Situation Room in the White House. They had not been using the table screen at first since the initial thrust of the meeting was on the logistical problems of keeping forces in Central Asia supplied. Then, however, Adam asked a question that prompted someone to bring up some map on the display, and this in turn prompted Adam to switch to the other end of the table to get a better view. Since the bomb had been planted within the table itself, concealed within the case that held its computer, and since that case was at the end of the table where Adam started, this small move spared his life.

	“It’s strange, you know,” Adam said. “For the last few weeks I’ve been having this presentiment, like something, not necessarily dangerous, just that something extraordinary was going to happen.”

	As quick as it had come, Adam’s exuberance dissipated during the subsequent cabinet meeting that afternoon. Here his entire senior staff and most of the cabinet gathered to hear Director Hemming give a full account of the assassination plot.

	Most of the important details that would emerge from later investigations and reports were present in the director’s initial evaluation. The primary culprit was a civilian, Undersecretary of Defense for Defense Research and Engineering David Stenson. There were rumors, unsubstantiated as far as I could ever tell, that Stenson knew of a genetic war virus being developed under his directorate, and that he believed the president intended to unleash such a weapon as part of an offensive late in the year. Hemming had no comment on potential motive.

	She did go in to detail about Stenson himself. He was an Iraq War veteran who lost both legs and his left arm to an I.E.D. in Baghdad. He had an articulated, electronic prosthetic hand and a set of inert prosthetic legs on which he could walk, but he also often rode in a wheelchair. It was with a combination of hollowed out spaces in his legs and wheelchair that the undersecretary had smuggled most of the bomb components in to the Pentagon itself over the course of a few weeks. From there he assembled the bomb in his office, having once worked on bomb disposal units in the army, and then planted it that morning in the conference room.

	Others at the Pentagon, in particular some of the military personnel in charge of building security, helped Stenson smuggle tools and bomb making material into the Pentagon, including the explosive material itself. Moreover, the conspiracy also included a lot of high-ranking Pentagon and military officials who coordinated, or at least attempted to coordinate, all of the actions and maneuvers that took place after the bomb went off.

	Hemming put up a slide with an organization chart, outlining the structure and roles of everyone involved. Undersecretary Stenson was placed at the top as the mastermind of it all, though from Hemming’s description that seemed debatable. The highest ranking person was Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Michael Card. After the bomb exploded he was supposed to have started issuing orders to forces deployed in Russia and Siberia, telling them to withdraw altogether from the theater of operations. These orders were drafted but appeared never to have been sent. Chief of Staff of the Army General Larry Brooks coordinated the National Guard units that had been redeployed from New Jersey to Andrews Air Force Base for just this purpose. The commander of the Thirty-Eighth National Guard Infantry was still in Trenton and had no idea about the plot, but the majors commanding the 117th and 148th regiments were both in on it and had orders to secure checkpoints around the city and various important government buildings, respectively.

	There were a lot of other newsworthy names on that organization chart: Undersecretary of Defense for Intelligence Beth Fairchild, who had organized a partial communications blackout, resulting in our loss of connectivity at the White House and a whole lot of initial confusion among the president’s staff as they rushed him out; Eric Wiley, the Attorney General for the District of Columbia, who dispatched the police to arrest the vice president (not realizing he was out of town) and the president’s senior advisors (including myself); and National Security Advisor Fred Alderman, who set up the whole Pentagon conference in the first place.

	I think all of us were stunned looking at that extensive organization chart. Hemming showed a modified version of it that highlighted the few among them who had not already been arrested. I kept staring, down at the lower left, where Fred’s name was in a little box underneath the Pentagon security chief. His name was not highlighted.

	As Director Hemming went on Adam sunk down in his chair, staring forward, no longer seeing or listening. Adam never knew this Stenson guy himself, and he never liked any of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but the extent to which they had recruited people for this plot, yet still managed to keep it secret up until the moment they struck, was sobering.

	I found myself in the same state as the president, a shocked obliviousness. Neither of us noticed at first when an argument broke out.

	“How is this my fault?” Epstein asked. “These guys acted on, well, you can see right there, I wasn’t involved. I got hurt by the bomb myself.” He held up his right arm. The forearm was wrapped in a heavy bandage. For a moment it looked like he might bludgeon Bob Geare with it.

	“Nobody’s saying you’re part of all this,” Ruben said, waving a hand at the organization chart. “But this, all these people, they’re your organization. Have you not been keeping tabs on your own people? Management one-oh-one.”

	“Management one-oh-one is knowing that there’s a conspiracy going on in an organization with a million employees?”

	“You’re the one in charge of overseeing it,” Bob said. “A bunch of these guys reported directly to you.”

	“So I’m just supposed to telepathically know that there’s some conspiracy going on?”

	“You don’t think maybe there were some signs you missed?”

	“Where were you in all this, Geare?” Epstein threw his hands in the air. “Isn’t security kind of your thing? I might think preventing terrorist attacks was the whole point of homeland security.”

	“Oh, so now you’re blaming me for your screw up?”

	“My screw up!?”

	“It’s your people running security at the Pentagon.”

	“As if all of this occurred at the Pentagon!” Epstein waved a hand at Hemming’s chart. “You’d think maybe at least one of your security agencies could have detected somebody buying all that explosive material.”

	“We wouldn’t need to if you had any ability to run your own organization.”

	“Oh, now what is that suppose to mean?”

	“Well it’s no secret your little operation in Asia isn’t going so well.”

	“God Geare, you should be one to talk. What have you been doing? Half the country managed to secede from the Union under your watch. Got any particular plans to do something about that anytime soon?”

	“I would if you weren’t busy squandering our national wealth in Asia.” Bob was leaning out of his seat toward Epstein, his girth crowding the unfortunate Secretary of the Navy who was trapped between them.

	“Oh, so that’s my fault too? I have to do your job as well?”

	“You’re not doing your own, be nice if you did somebody’s.”

	“What the hell do you want Geare? You think you could do a better job?”

	“It’s hard to see how anybody could do any worse. The United States hasn’t lost a war in its entire history, but you’re on the verge of doing exactly that.”

	“Well the United States hasn’t ever sat by while rebels overtake its cities and states either,” Epstein shouted, “but you’ve managed to explore that new territory.”

	“The last armed rebellion the United States faced was handled by a military operation. So where’s your plan for the military operation that handles this one?”

	“So we’re back to me doing your job?”

	“He has a point,” Ruben said. “We need the military to handle the situation on the west coast. The GSA isn’t gonna be able to do it themselves.”

	The shouting had Epstein almost out of his seat. “Yeah, and where are you in all this, Secretary of State? How is it we ended up not only fighting a two-front war but now a three-front war with one front against fellow Americans? What sort of diplomacy gets us there? You go to the bar-brawl school of negotiations?”

	“I have been advocating for negotiations with Russia for over a year now. And by the way, okay, by the way, as I recall, two years ago you and your people were saying this war was effectively won. The same people, by the way, the same people that tried to kill the president because they didn’t like how the war was going, those same people are the ones who told him we’d won two years ago!”

	“Nobody ever said we’d won.”

	“In this room! In this very room one of your generals said that!”

	“They were our generals then, I’m sure. As soon as something goes wrong they’re my generals.”

	“They are your generals,” Geare said. “They’re your people, your staff, your organization. You’re responsible for them.”

	“I’m responsible?” Epstein swung back toward Gear. “I didn’t hire these guys. I inherited most of this department.”

	“That’s your excuse?!”

	“It’s the truth.”

	“We all inherited a bunch of problems, Epstein. Nobody else is going around crying because the last guy was incompetent.”

	“I thought Mr. Carver did an excellent job at Defense,” Ruben said.

	“So there ya go!” Geare said. “You can’t blame your predecessor. You wanna start blaming your generals now?”

	“For the assassination?” Epstein shot an incredulous glance back and forth between his two opponents. “Yeah, I think we should blame them, they’re the ones that launched the whole plot.”

	“So you civilians were blameless? It’s all the generals’ fault? Is that your excuse for the war as well.”

	“Gentlemen!”  The Secretary of the Navy finally made a forceful push back up to the table, getting Gear and Epstein out of his personal space. “We need to stop fighting amongst ourselves. What happened the other day is a national disgrace. These men who did this, who tried to kill our president, these are men in uniform, men who serve or formally served in uniform. We all took an oath to defend the United States of America. What happened is a stain on all of us who served.”

	“Thank you,” Geare said, turning back to Epstein. “Listen to your guy, he’s got it right.”

	“I think he means you,” Ruben said to Geare. “As I recall you served as well.”

	“Oh shut up Jo-ak-quin.” Bob pronounced Ruben’s first name phonetically. “You overpriced ambulance chaser.”

	“Hey, I am still the Secretary of State of this country. If you’re too stupid to figure out how to pronounce my name, you could at least give me the respect of using my title.”

	“He says while very respectfully calling me stupid.”

	We all became aware at the same moment that Adam was on his feet. The whole table fell quiet. We watched as the president, without a word, without looking at any of us, turned and walked out of the room. Some Secret Servicemen at the door moved to follow with all the obtrusiveness of a shadow. The rest of us just sat there.

	I looked around and realized nobody was going after him, not even Dr. Graham. Feeling like somebody had to do something, I got up from where I sat, at a back chair away from the main table, and headed after the president.

	He walked through the halls and exited out into the Rose Garden. Continuing from there out to the south lawn he was greeted by Arya, his boundless German shepherd. She ran up and started to jump on him, but Adam dodged aside and shoved her down. I heard him, in a raspy voice, order her to find a stick. She looked at him, then when he repeated the command and pointed she raced off ahead.

	I caught up with Adam a little ways out into the open lawn. The Secret Servicemen were all around at a discreet distance, but otherwise nobody followed us out here. It was a hot summer day with a layer of high clouds that just made the sky brighter and the heat more oppressive. I was about to continue right up to Adam, or to say something, or do both, but stopped short. I wondered if this was a mistake, if I should have just left him alone, if I had missed some subtle cue the rest of the room picked up on.

	Arya rushed back up to Adam. “You didn’t find a stick,” he said to her. She started to turn and dash away but Adam called and she came back. “Sit,” he told her. She just stared at him with her tongue flopped out and tail wagging. “Arya, sit!” This time she jumped away as if ready to begin a chase. “Sit!” This got the same reaction.

	Adam threw his head back and rolled his eyes. “Arya. Arya, look.” He got her attention and pointed to his own eyes, making eye contact with the dog. “God. Arya, are you a traitor too, like apparently my entire military staff?”

	“Um, Mr. President?” I said, taking a few steps forward. He turned to me with a flat look. “Mr. President, are you alright?”

	“You know,” Adam said. “General Simpson, in charge of Pacific Command. Sorry, you probably don’t know him. He’s dead now. He was killed in the blast meant for me. General Bowden, critical condition in the hospital.”

	“I’m sorry sir, I . . .”

	“Don’t you agree, this has to be a sign from God? A sign that I should continue, that I should persevere to the end?”

	“Oh, well, um . . .”

	“What happened . . . they wanted me dead because they don’t believe in what I’m doing. All they’ve done is hardened my resolve. I am certain, now more then ever, that Almighty God intends for me to be here on this Earth long enough to lead the American people to victory and a shining new future.”

	He looked at me for the first time since we came out there. Then he fainted.

	It turns out, catching someone who is fainting is not as easy as it might seem. I like to think that I at least sort of broke his fall, maybe prevented him from really cracking his head hard on the ground or something. All the same that’s where he ended up. Before I could think there were Secret Servicemen descending on us like a fumbled football. They checked his pulse, his breathing, found both. They shouted at me to tell them what happened. I shouted back that I did not know, he just fainted mid-sentence. A helicopter was summoned to lift the president straight to the hospital.

	 

	I was drunk. In the heat of the summer and the exorbitance of electricity, my little hole-in-the-wall bar was now, in a full, almost literal sense, a third world cantina. There were overhead crank fans spinning in slow motion, a lazy mockery of their intended purpose. There was a little stereo set plugged in to some ancient handheld music player, cranking out low pop music. The short bartender watched the stream on the single active television, then shook his head. “Those fuckin’ guys,” he said. He said that a lot.

	The news stream was reporting on the president being released from the hospital. A full exam, which they claimed was impossible right after the attack but which I knew Adam had skipped because of his obstinance, had revealed he suffered a mild concussion in the blast. This, combined with the heat and low blood sugar, led to him fainting.

	It segued to an update on the ongoing investigation of the bombing conspiracy. There was a press statement from the White House attributing it to a few ‘bad apples,’ a phrase repeated up and down by administration officials. From the latest report, which included an interview with Secretary Epstein, it almost sounded like Stenson was the sole conspirator. Now though they also had some ‘defense expert’ talking head who spoke about how some of the highest ranking military officers in the country were involved in a conspiracy that, it appeared, had been planned long in advance. The comments he gave held the implication that these officers were not just working to kill Adam but to bring down the United States, that perhaps they had been undermining the war effort the entire time.

	I let my gaze drop to my drink. When had I switched to straight scotch? It seemed like that might be a bad idea, if I could bring myself to care.

	At some point I realized I was back at the office, with everything between a blur. Rich was standing in my doorway.

	“Mr. Adder.”

	“Hi.”

	“Mr. Adder, you’re drunk.”

	“I am. Care to join me?”

	“Sam . . .” He paused, then sighed. “Sam, I think you might have a problem.”

	I had been prepared for that line, had a response all ready. “We all have a problem.”

	Another sigh and my office manager left.

	The rest of the summer was like that, something out of a childhood summer that passed like a dream. Drinking, I felt, was a great way to avoid both the scorching heat and the scorching inflation. Assuming one could find anything worth drinking. A road trip to Norfolk became a windfall when, at one of the former strip malls turned open black market, I found a crate full of low-end bourbon that I bought with an equal sized crate full of cash.

	Aside from that all I could find in my neighborhood was the homebrew rot-gut they sold at the farmer’s market. Non-FDA approved stuff. I bought some anyway. I also still had my little downstairs Asian bar. They no longer had much on the menu, but the owner had sources for getting in plenty of liquor. At some point that summer the city threatened to close the place down because the liquor license had expired years ago, and I suppose because the Virginia legislature had passed some draconian restrictions on alcohol sales recently. I spoke to some staffers of the mayor, a Nationalist I had done polling for, and got the whole thing cleared up. After that the owner let me run a never-ending, never-closed out tab at the place.

	 

	Like someone waking from a dream, shifting back to a reality through a slow haze, the dream memory still vivid but fading, I found myself one morning lucid and sitting in a senior staff briefing.

	General Livingston was at the front of the big conference room. After the toll the bomb plot took on the senior military leadership, both from arrested conspirators and those killed, Livingston was now serving as Chief of the Army. His thorough presentation was a long litany of setbacks and disasters. There was the effective loss and withdraw from Central Asia, the Iranian occupation of the entire Persian Gulf after the Arab League dissolved in acrimony, a heavy assault in the Ukraine, driving toward the important naval base in the Crimea, and Chinese ground troops crossing the Yalu River into Korea. His only good news was a forecast of heavy cyclones hitting China and an early expanse of the arctic circulation across Russia this year, both of which would complicate enemy offensives.

	As Livingston described this cheery news I glanced out the window. It was a blustery late August day, the sunlight shifting through the swaying shadows of the trees. I did not much like the thought of another bitter winter, its effect on the war notwithstanding.

	Admiral Rainier, now the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, gave the even more depressing news on the new ‘domestic front.’ The remnants of the 101st Airborne and some other cobbled together units had undertaken Operation Red Mage to secure the rebellious cities of the Pacific Northwest. They got as far as the outskirts of San Jose before being turned back.

	Someone commented on being surprised there were so many guns in California. We laughed until Geare pointed out the enemy we were facing were defectors from the 101st Airborne and National Guard units. After the defeat outside San Jose, many of the remaining forces also defected to the enemy, leaving them stronger than before the operation began. General Davion and her troops were now encamped around Monterrey Bay, preparing for a second assault none of us believed would ever happen.

	The chairman also had one odd piece of good news. Navy SEALS had rescued Attorney General Franks from where he was held in a hotel south of San Francisco. The description of their exploits was the stuff of movies. The performed a so-called HALO drop (High-Altitude, Low-Opening) on to the hill where the sea-side hotel was located. They landed within twenty yards of the building, bowled over, in a literal sense, some security guards, broke into Franks’ room on the second floor, and hauled him out. From there they repelled down a short cliff to the water and linked up with some autonomous inflatable rafts that had been dropped in with them, using these to flee down the coast. Franks himself was now recovering at city hall in LA and would be flying back to Washington within the week.

	This news prompted Adam to look up from the notebook he was engrossed in for the first time this whole meeting.

	“Admiral,” Adam said. “Did you know they’ve got some really amazing ways to treat concussions nowadays?”

	“Sir?”

	“I’ve just been reading up on it.” He gestured to the notebook he held. “It’s the procedure I had the other week, but you know doctors, they never explain what they’re doing. Turns out they can now use these targeted viruses. Viri? What’s the plural of virus? Whatever, they use these viruses that just attach to certain cells and they reprogram them and cause them to start acting like neurons, and basically replace the damaged brain cells from the concussion. It’s amazing stuff they’ve got now. In theory you could treat a whole lot of diseases this way, but this is one of the few they’ve figured out how to program the coded virus for. I bet they developed this to treat football injuries. And to think the liberals wanted to ban football.”

	“Um, Mr. President?”

	“Yes?”

	“About the attorney general?”

	“Oh yeah, yeah, excellent. Good work all around there, I look forward to seeing Mike as soon as he’s back in town.”

	Admiral Rainier just sort of stood there. He looked around at the other officers, to Epstein, to Geare, to Manny. All of them just stared back, waiting for him to continue.

	“That was, that was all I had as far as current status, Mr. President.” He glanced to the screen and advanced to a final slide. “Going forward, my recommendation, sir, is that the set backs in the enemy offensives this year open up space for negotiations. I can let Secretary Ruben comment on that more.”

	“Thank you general.” Ruben stood up but did not move to the front of the room. He looked like he had lost weight, which left his physique more trim but his eyes looking hollowed. “Yes, Mr. President, I think this may be our last, best chance for peace. Except for the Anadyr Valley, which, whatever, is a remote part of Siberia few people care about, besides that we no longer control any of Russia or China proper. I believe the Chinese would be willing to trade control of the Anadyr oil fields for recognition of their control of Taiwan and Palawan Island in the Phillippines. Russia will accept any deal China agrees to because they can’t keep fighting without Chinese support. Mr. President, we can get out of this war now with the former Soviet republics liberated, which was our initial objective anyway. We can call it a win. I still believe the Europeans are willing to act as intermediaries . . .”

	Most of us were ready for an explosion, but instead Adam interrupted here with an even murmur. “Mmmm, no, Mr. Secretary. Now is not the right time. We will only negotiate from a position of strength. As you allude to yourself there is tension among our enemies, both between Russia and China and also between the governments of these totalitarian states and their people. All we need to do is hold out and the whole house of cards will eventually topple.”

	“Mr. President, why do you keep insisting on continuing this war?”

	“Do you think I like this war, Mr. Secretary!” There was that edge, that fire we were expecting. “Do you think I’m doing this for my health? I’ve wrecked my health fighting this war. I wanted my last term to be about defining my legacy, about the Permanent Majority and grooming a successor, that sort of thing. Instead, look, fuck, a bunch of self-centered officers, probably pissed off because some plain old enlisted man turned out to be smarter than them, they go ahead and sabotage the entire war effort, not following my orders, not executing my strategy, and when all else fails trying to kill me, and after all that now look where we are.”

	Adam paused, almost as if he had asked a question, but nobody replied. Ruben remained standing, not even looking at the president.

	“I have been trying to secure America’s future,” Adam’s voice just got louder. “America’s prosperity for future generations. That’s why I’m doing this. You know, I almost wish they had succeeded in killing me. I would be relieved of all this. There would be no more sleepless nights, no more fucking headaches and pain in my left arm and weird heart palpations and all this old age shit. I would go to God in peace and leave it to all of you to figure out what to do. How does that fuckin’ sound? I rest in peace while you guys try to save America.”

	“Mr. President . . .”

	“It sounds pretty nice to me. Maybe I should pardon that whole fucking lot so they can have another shot at me. Though given the level of competence I’ve seen around here they probably couldn’t pull off the second attempt either. What the fuck’s happened to all those traitors anyway?”

	For a moment nobody realized this was not a rhetorical question. Director Hemming leaned forward at the far end of the table to comment.

	“The eight primary conspirators were moved back to Arlington to start their trial just last week.”

	“Oh. Good, good. Keep me updated.”

	He looked around at all of us, as if trying to locate his misplaced train of thought. “Was there anything else?”

	Everyone paused, hesitant to speak. “I suppose not, Mr. President,” Rainier said.

	As the meeting broke up, I lingered and sought out Director Hemming, one of the last to leave the room.

	“Director. I spoke with the president. He’s not going out to the Eyrie this Christmas, but if we go out for his birthday next year I got you an invite.”

	“Oh. Yes. Thank you Sam, I appreciate that.”

	“If you don’t mind I’d like to ask a favor of you now.”

	“Of course.”

	“It’s about those prisoners, the conspirators. Where exactly are they being held?”

	 

	The prison visiting center was just what I expected. There were little booths with a glass partition and hard-wired phones for the two sides to speak.

	I sat at one such little booth while Fred was led up to the other side. He wore handcuffs and an ill-fitting orange jumpsuit, as if he were the most violent sort of criminal. His face was covered in stubble, his hair unkept, his eyes bloodshot, but as he sat down he looked at me, recognized me, smiled. We each picked up the little phone pieces.

	“Hi Fred,” I said.

	“Hi Sam. Did you come to ask me why?”

	“I . . . I did. I came to see you too. Life isn’t the same drinking alone.”

	“I’ve missed that myself. Sobriety has not been kind to me.”

	“It’s something I wish I could achieve.”

	We both just smiled at this for a moment.

	“So Fred, I do have to ask. Why? Why did you do it?”

	“Sam, you know these conversations are monitored right?”

	“Does that matter?”

	“Sam, you have to promise to do something for me, okay?”

	“Yeah, sure man.”

	“I want you to get in touch with a woman for me. Her name is Kate Morgan. She’s a special prosecutor investigating the GSA.”

	“Okay.” I glanced around, now actually wondering about being monitored. “What do you want me to tell her?”

	“Nothing. Just get in touch with her.”

	“Um, okay then.”

	“Take her out to lunch, if you can manage.”

	“Just that?”

	“I owe her lunch. And I don’t think I’m gonna get the chance to repay.”

	“Alright, sure, I’ll take her out to lunch. But you still haven’t answered my question.”

	“Do you really not know, Sam?”

	“I know the president has a temper,” I said. “He can be stubborn and insulting, but, you know, he’s also one of the best president’s ever. An assassination attempt?”

	“It had nothing to do with any of those things Sam.”

	“I mean, we all agree we should negotiate an end to this war, but . . .”

	“It had nothing to do with the war either. At least, not for me.”

	“Really?”

	“Sam.” Fred paused and drew a deep breath. “Sam, do you really not realize what’s going on in this country?”

	“I get the feeling maybe I don’t.”

	“It’s never been a secret. Adam wrote it all out in his book before he even became president. Did you ever read his book, Sam?”

	“The River of Life? No. Who has? I don’t know anybody who’s read it unless they knew Adam at the time and helped edit it.”

	“I’m not talking about the River of Life.”

	“Oh?”

	“Adam wrote a second book, ten years after that one.” He paused and held my gaze with a clear, sober look. “I take it then, Sam, that you’ve never read The Torchbearer.”
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	THE TORCHBEARER

	 

	The song ‘Birdhouse in Your Soul’ played at Adam and Eve’s wedding reception, and they danced to it. They toyed with the idea of having their first dance to this song, but it was not the right kind of slow, melodic tune for a first dance. That honor went to ‘November Rain,’ which was also an odd choice but at least had a pace that felt right.

	They were married at their church but held the reception in the vast backyard of Adam’s house. Eve was living there now, though inside it still contained much of the decor Angela had imported.

	Otherwise it had become more mansion than house. Coordinating the renovation to be done in time for the wedding created all sorts of headaches and ended up delaying both. It was worth it now though. They could fit everyone: Eve’s extended family, Adam’s siblings, the whole party following.

	“We should give this place an official name,” Eve said as they danced to another slow, romantic ballad out on the wide back patio.

	“What?”

	“I mean the house. Now that it’s our house and it’s all finished up, I think it should have an official name.”

	“I thought you said it wasn’t quite finished?”

	“Well, yes, redoing the bathrooms goes without saying, but it’s finished for now.”

	Adam looked up, examining the new second story and south wing.“So I take it you have an official name in mind?”

	“How about the Birdhouse?”

	“The Birdhouse?”

	“Like ‘Birdhouse in Your Soul,’ you know?”

	“I get it.”

	“You don’t like it?”

	“It’s,” Adam again looked away in thought. “I like that song, I like that it’s our song, but we’re not calling our house the Birdhouse. It’s just . . . no. It needs to be something more grand.”

	“Okay, what’s your idea? The Lighthouse, maybe?”

	“The Lighthouse?”

	“Referencing the song, you know?”

	“Right, right. That’s better, but I’m thinking we stick with birdhouse conceptually and just go bigger. How about calling it the Eyrie?”

	“Uuuu, I like that!” Eve broke away from him to give a little clap. “But you know, that does mean we’re going to have to do another remodel to add a Moon Door.”

	“That was my plan all along.”

	The wedding itself had been by the numbers. Eve was walked down the aisle by her eldest son Joe (her father having passed away years ago). She had a bevy of bridesmaids in pink strapless gowns. Ever faithful Rudy served as Adam’s best man. The pastor spoke of uniting souls, honor and obey, talk of roses and candles.

	The reception, however, had a whole Garden of Eden theme. There was a brand new apple tree, added with the renovation, planted out back at the edge of the patio. There was a buffet spread arranged along a series of curving tables that formed a sinusoidal shape, with a snake centerpiece running along the entire length. There was an older cherry tree a ways back, uphill near the property line. Near this a little stream, fed with spring runoff, emerged from an underground pipe and flowed across the yard before disappearing into another pipe near the side of the property.

	Adam had to explain this last part. “That,” he pointed to the cherry tree, “is the Tree of Life, and of course flowing past it you have the River of Life.”

	“Oh, I see,” Derrick Holcomb said with a smile. “I didn’t realize the two were related.”

	“The River of Life is mentioned in Revelations. After everything else goes down it flows out from the Throne of God and nourishes the Tree of Life and heals the world.”

	“Oh, so this isn’t just Garden of Eden, it’s also, what, the Millennium?”

	“The Kingdom of Heaven. Thy Kingdom Come. Though if you think about it, it’s kind of the same thing as the Garden of Eden.”

	“So the Tree of Life is a cherry tree?” Helen asked.

	“That tree was already there, we just added the little brook. It seems appropriate though, don’t you think?”

	“It does, but, um, what’s with the sword?” She referred to a giant plastic sword display set up by a giant barbeque.

	“That’s the flaming sword that guards the Tree of Life. It lights up.”

	“No kidding.”

	“After the sun goes down it’ll light up, and little flames will shoot out of it, as soon as we turn on the barbeque.”

	“We’re having barbeque?”

	“Of course.” Adam held out his hands and gestured all around. “Half my party comes from Texas. Of course I’m giving them barbeque.”

	After the sun had long set and plenty of the party was drunk, Adam and Eve took their leave. A lot of the guests would be crashing at the Eyrie that night. The newlyweds, however, headed out front to where, at the center of the drive circle, was parked their new car. Already it was dirty, with tin cans tied behind it, ‘Just Married’ written on the back windshield, and a giant bow on the front hood.

	Rice was thrown at the couple from up on the new, expanded veranda as they made their way to the car.

	“Do you want to keep the giant bow?” Adam asked.

	“I don’t care.”

	“Well it’s your car.”

	“I thought it was ours.”

	“It’s yours, primarily.”

	“Does that mean you’re getting a new one as well?” Eve laughed as she cleared the bow from the front hood. 

	“Aren’t you gonna buy me one? I thought we were the kind of couple who surprised each other with new cars at Christmas like in a Lexus commercial.”

	“No, I am not buying you one, and I don’t think it counts as a surprise if we go out days before and buy it together.”

	“Do you mind if I drive?” Adam asked. “I want to try this out.”

	“I thought it was my car.”

	“Primarily.”

	They got in with Adam in the driver’s seat. He turned to the whole computer in the dashboard and pulled up the auto-navigation system. “Okay,” he said, moving through menus. “Let’s see. This is really weird, by the way. Here we go, pre-sets, airport. Select destination. Go.”

	With a few button presses the car engine was on and the car itself started to drive on out from their house. Adam went to grab the wheel out of extinct, then restrained himself and tried to find a place for his hands. He watched the car navigate itself with apprehension growing into excitement. “This is so cool,” he said.

	So with that the future first couple were taken off to their honeymoon in their first self-driving car.

	 

	In the time I knew him Adam did not speak a lot about Angela. What I knew of her I learned more from others, Rudy and Franks and Derrick Holcomb. Eve either knew as little as me or did know but avoided the subject.

	After his mom, Angela was the second woman in Adam’s life to die and leave him feeling lost. It was weeks after her death before he returned to work, months before he started seeing Eve, years before they were married. Adam never talked about this period of his life at all, but that never surprised me. Like his time after the Texas state house debacle, it was a period of staring at walls and pacing and going through the motions of living.

	His return to the actual living began with the wedding, but it would not be complete until he was giving speeches again. His first public speech in almost two years came that spring at the Conservative Political Action Conference. Among conservative donors and interest groups and politicians looking to move up in Washington, CPAC was still a big deal in those days, but than so was Adam. There was an air of anticipation when he took the stage to great applause from a packed room.

	Adam got to the podium. He gripped it with both hands for a moment, as if making sure it was not about to collapse. He adjusted the microphone. He clasped his hands behind his back and swept his gaze across the crowd. When at last the applause died out and everybody sat back down, Adam cleared his throat.

	“When,” he asked, “did the decline of America begin?” With wide eyes he looked about as if expecting an answer. He let the pause go on quite a while, looking about. When it seemed he would not speak further a little laugh circled through the room.

	“Nobody knows? It’s not as obvious as you might think, but the answer is straight forward. It began with a mix up. America today values equality over freedom, and I mean equality in the classic socialist sense of the word, in that we all are free to be equally miserable. Governments are not meant to be economic organizations. They are legal organizations, to keep their people secure from external threats and to maintain rule of law. Government was not meant to provide equality of outcomes any more than it was meant to provide equality of incomes.”

	The rest of his speech, which was not one of his more memorable ones, went on to enumerate the various forces arrayed against freedom, liberals and atheists and socialists, and how they were all intertwined and all equally hollow, unable to stand up to the force of true belief.

	Altogether his speech filled less than half its allotted thirty-minute time slot. The rest of his time might have been taken up with applause. The ovation he got topped the one he received upon entering. One of the conference hosts, holding back tears, got up on stage and shook Adam’s hand.

	“I’ve never heard it put so succinctly before,” the organizer said. “Eloquent and . . .That was, that was great.”

	As soon as he got off stage, Adam was assaulted by journalists wanting to know about his future political plans: would he run for office, would the National Tea Party continue on its present form, would he retake the chairmanship or stay on at his PAC, or perhaps even both?

	“Well,” he said, “I will say that, if the Supreme Court decides as people seem to expect and I am able to both chair a political party and a PAC, there would be a strong temptation to do both. But I’m not deciding until I know for sure it’s an option.”

	A little later he found himself in a buffet line, navigating a series of well-wishers and inquisitors, from among whom there emerged a short man with a commanding voice.

	“Mr. Hanson,” he said, sticking out his hand. “Mr. Hanson, it’s good to meet you face to face.”

	“Um, do I know you?”

	“Only through email. I’m Doctor Jonah Graham, of the National Solutions Institute.”

	Adam smiled with recognition. “You’re Greg’s new guy.”

	“Well, I’m more Greg’s former guy. I’m his former campaign manager. I was also on Rand Paul’s staff before that.”

	“But your think-tank works for Greg now, right? On budget proposals?”

	“No, not directly. It’s most accurate to say his proposals have been informed by our reports.”

	“Ahh, I see.” Adam advanced down the buffet line, Graham dogging along. “So you’re the ones that put CPI in Social Security.”

	“If you want to look it at that way. We also put the individual subsidies in medicare.”

	“Did you also put the VAT in the new tax code?”

	“It didn’t get past the senate, but sure, that was us. I also put the ‘bomp’ in the ‘bomp bah bomp bah bomp.”

	“So you were that man. I’d like to shake your hand.”

	They laughed as Adam shook his hand again. As far as the doctor was concerned, Adam was all right.

	“Speaking of which,” the doctor said. “I heard you got married recently. Congratulations.”

	“Yes, thank you. Listen, doctor, is Greg by chance attending this conference?”

	“Both Smith brothers are, yes, uh-huh.”

	“I’d like to talk to him. Or both of them, whatever.”

	“Well you don’t need to go through me.”

	Adam grimaced a little. “I think I do. Greg hasn’t spoken to me since the last presidential election.”

	“Really, how come?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe just no reason to call. Anyway, I feel awkward about it now.”

	“Well okay, I’ll ask him. What did you want to talk to them about?”

	“I have a proposal for Greg.”

	The next day they gathered for lunch. It was just five of them, Adam, Manny, Dr. Graham, Greg Smith, and his younger brother/chief of staff Aaron.

	“So,” the congressmen said, “Jonah tells me you have a proposal. I hope it’s not like the last proposal you brought me.”

	“No,” Dr. Graham said, “trust me, you’re gonna like this.”

	“In fact,” Adam said, “it is very much like the last proposal I brought you.”

	“Adam, for the love of God, please,” Greg looked like he was about to get up and walk away right then.

	Adam held up a hand for him to stop. “Wait, let me finish. I told you it would happen one day, and now . . .”

	“Adam, I’m not moving to the National Tea Party, or any other party . . .”

	“That’s not my proposal.”

	“Okay, so what is it?”

	“I’m suggesting you run for the Republican nomination for president.”

	Greg stared at Adam, then looked to his brother, then back to Adam. “What?”

	“I believe you should enter the presidential race as a Republican,” Adam said. “The National Tea Party will endorse you and the Minute Men PAC will provide the initial seed funding for your campaign.”

	“Isn’t that kind of presumptuous,” Aaron said. “What if the Supreme Xourt doesn’t remove the limits on SuperPACs coordinating with campaigns?”

	“Do you honestly think they won’t?”

	“Even if they don’t,” Greg said, “we still have to wait for their decision.”

	“Which will come in June at the latest. You won’t announce your campaign until after that anyway, August I would think, maybe later.”

	“Have you not already been considering a campaign?” Manny asked. “Everyone else is throwing your name out there.”

	The brothers looked at each other. “We’ve discussed it,” Greg said, “with the family. We haven’t started anything official.”

	“Well it’s a good thing I did then,” Adam said. Looking over prompted Manny to produce a thick binder he passed to Adam, who in turn passed it to Greg.

	“What is this?”

	“Research. Polling. Marketing strategy. Campaign strategy. Staffing and schedules and such. It’s a preliminary plan for your campaign.”

	“You’re proposing to run this campaign.” Aaron spoke aloud the realization as Greg thumbed through the binder.

	“Your own staff is well positioned to win a campaign for a North Carolina district. The National Tea Party has a national presence. With our organizational help you would have an insurmountable advantage.”

	Greg closed the binder and looked up at Adam. “If I agreed to this would you be picking out my whole campaign staff too?”

	“You’re actually thinking about this?” Aaron asked.

	“I’m not agreeing to anything, but I want to know. What strings are attached to this deal?”

	“Nothing you wouldn’t already agree to.” Adam leaned forward some, holding their gazes with his own. “You can pick your own staff, though I recommend you do so from within my own organization. Dr. Graham has already agreed to be your campaign manager.”

	“You’d come back for this?” Aaron asked him.

	“For this? To run a presidential campaign? This could be a once in a lifetime chance.”

	Greg continued to stare at the binder.

	“It could be a once in a lifetime chance for you as well,” the doctor said. “You’ve just been part of passing a major bipartisan bill. You might never be in a better position than you are right now.”

	Greg glanced at the doctor, then over to Adam. “So why not you, Adam?”

	“Why not me?”

	“For president. That’s what I wondered the last time you had a proposal for me. Why aren’t you the one running for president?”

	Adam shook his head. “The time isn’t right for me.”

	“You don’t think you can win?”

	“Do you think my chances would be better than yours?”

	“Well, no, of course not. The experience question would come up. They’d call you an extremist. At best you’re . . .”

	Again the brothers looked at each other, sharing the thought. “You’re planning to make yourself vice-president, aren’t you?”

	“The vice-president decision is more than a year away. You have to get through the primaries first.”

	“And then bam, I’ve gone through all that and you waltz in and . . .”

	“Become vice-president?” Manny asked. “The least effective office in the country?”

	“Except after two-terms you’re poised to run yourself.”

	“Would that be such a bad thing?” Adam asked. “You would be done.”

	“We’re getting way ahead of ourselves here,” Dr. Graham said. “Mr. Hanson is right, the decision for vice-president is a long way off.”

	“I think I can make a compelling case for myself as a VP pick,” Adam said. “Our polling shows it would have more upside than downside. But if you decide not then I would at least ask for the honor of heading your vice-president selection committee.”

	“You plan to pull a Dick Cheney and suggest yourself?” Aaron asked.

	“That seems a foolish move on my part. In any event you could always say no.”

	“I could always just say no to this whole scheme too,” Greg said.

	“Of course.”

	“Congressmen,” Dr. Graham said. “Please. Please, at least think about it. Your political stock may never be higher, and allying yourself with Mr. Hanson’s party, it would make a huge difference, especially in the primaries. You would have an incredible advantage.”

	“I’m gonna need time to think about it.”

	“Obviously,” Adam said, “we have at least until June to make a decision.”

	“Right. Right. Well I’ll say this for you Adam, you’ve made a better case than last time.”

	After the meeting broke up the Smith brothers headed back to their office. Riding through DC in their own automated car, Aaron said, “can you believe that guy? What an elaborate ploy to get himself into elected office.”

	“I suppose.”

	“You’re really thinking about this huh?”

	“Well, everything they said is right. They even have the research to back it up.” Greg held up the binder he was still looking through.

	“This is Adam Hanson though. He’s probably planning something. Maybe he hopes once you get through the primaries he can threaten to cut off funding and support from his party unless you pick him as a running mate.”

	“Maybe. Has he really done anything underhanded like that before?”

	“I don’t know. It just seems like he would, doesn’t it?”

	“I guess,” Greg said without looking up from the binder. “Maybe he wouldn’t have to make that threat. Maybe he would be a good pick as running mate. He has a built in loyal following of at least six million.”

	“How do you figure?”

	“You really think the six million votes that Constitution party guy got last time were for the actual candidate? That’s the Adam vote right there.”

	“Six million doesn’t get you very far. Honestly, I don’t like this deal.”

	“You don’t think I should run?”

	“Running is a different decision,” Aaron said. “I don’t think we should ally ourselves with these extremists. We’ll just end up in the political wilderness again.”

	“I don’t think Hanson is the political wilderness anymore. I think he may be the future.”

	“Really?”

	“Well look at him. He never went to college, has never served in elected office at any level. He’s a former army grunt. Yet all the talk back at the conference was if he might decide to run himself next year. He’s built all this with shear force of will. Do not underestimate this guy.”

	“I won’t. But you shouldn’t either.”

	“Man though. If we could harness what he’s built.” Greg closed the binder and looked over at his brother. “I really could be president.”

	 

	At the head of a big conference table Adam sat and surveyed his empire.

	Rudy sat next to him, smiling and unfazed at now being just the vice-chairman. Next to him was Erica Roland, now the ‘director of operations’ for the Minute Men organization and Minute Men PAC.

	Across from them were Manny and his whole assorted staff, veterans of a decade worth of local races.

	Sitting off to the side, away from the table behind Manny, was Michael Franks. Somewhere in the past year his hair had started to concede ground. He wore it slicked back now rather than resort to a comb-over. It made him look all the more like a lawyer.

	The far end of the table was occupied by the candidate’s people. Greg Smith sat at the opposite end from Adam, his brother on one side, Dr. Graham on the other.

	“Well,” Adam said, cutting through side conversations. “Welcome everyone to the first meeting of the combined National Tea Party and Minute Men organizations.” There was a polite round of applause. “I would like to thank the Supreme Court for making this possible, and the incompetent Republican party for making it necessary.” This got a laugh.

	“Since at this point I think everybody already knows, I’ll get straight to the big news. Yes, Congressmen Smith will be announcing his campaign for the presidency next week, and yes, the party will be officially endorsing him. More than that we will be throwing all our combined weight behind this campaign. That brings me to my next big announcement. While we will be supporting the Smith campaign with our full resources, the National Tea Party will continue to run its own candidates as before, and the Minute Man PAC will continue to support various candidates, as before. However, as the two continue their merger there will be some structural changes. Obviously we’ve already been through the first round. I’m sure everyone here is aware of your new roles.” He looked around the room, making eye contact with as much of his sprawling army as he could.

	The meeting went on for a little while longer before breaking up amid sunshine and optimism. As people filed out, Adam came down to take Dr. Graham aside.

	“Jonah. Sorry we haven’t had a chance to talk since you got in. How are you liking Denver so far?”

	“Having mountains around is something that’s hard to appreciate until you’ve lived it. I haven’t had a chance to get out hiking yet.”

	“I know some good trails, we can talk later. Look, I didn’t want to show it to everybody just yet, but I did see the ad you put together to launch the campaign. I wanted to say: that was freakin’ awesome.”

	“I’m glad you liked it.”

	“It looked like an epic movie trailer.”

	“Well,” the doctor said, “that’s sort of the style political campaigns are adopting now.”

	“Whatever, I’ll take it. My own ad man quit on me last year. Well, he retired, but either way, I’ve been farming stuff out to various mediocre companies and I haven’t been super happy with any of them.”

	“I’d love to come work for you sir, but campaign manager is a full time job.”

	“Oh, of course, I’m not saying you should this cycle. But after next year, you know, if you ever want a job.”

	“That’s . . . I’m flattered. Honestly, that really means a lot to me.”

	 

	Eve woke in the middle of the night to find Adam missing. The Eyrie was vast and dark and quiet, but she knew it as she knew her husband and navigated it without turning on the lights. Although Adam often spent late hours in the front room, staring out their new high window at the city lights beyond, she did not find him there. So she continued down to the basement.

	In his downstairs office, next to the new conference room, Adam sat in the dark, lit by the glow of a computer screen. He was unsurprised and unresponsive even as she entered, came up behind him, wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him.

	“What ch’ya doin’ honey?”

	“I . . . I wanted to get this down. I had this great idea, you know, it was so perfect, just, right there, this moment of brilliant perfection, and I came here to write it down but I . . . I don’t know, I can’t seem to capture it now. I’ve just been writing without quite getting it.”

	“Shouldn’t you be getting some sleep? You have an early flight tomorrow.”

	“I can sleep on the plane. And tomorrow afternoon at the hotel as well, the debate isn’t until later in the evening.”

	She leaned in over his shoulder and began reading the document Adam had been typing. “So what is this you’re working on?”

	“I was upstairs looking out at the city,” he said, “and I was thinking about your boys, our boys, how well they’re doing and, you know, how you managed to raise such good kids even in this world, this, you know, stupid arrogant culture we live in. I was thinking how much you must have done to help them along, to guide them, with the world, the education system, the media, culture, everything working against you.”

	“I’m no saint, Adam.”

	“I think you are. I think you are and you don’t realize it. You were a beacon of light for those kids in a cultural dark age. I’m sorry if that sounds corny but it’s true.” He smiled and turned to look up at her. “I’ve told you about the time a lost my sight, in Iraq, right?”

	“You told that story at church.”

	“I told you about how I regained my sight, right?”

	“You saw an angel.”

	“I saw an angel.” Adam turned forward again, staring off into space. “An angel carrying a torch. I think that’s what God intended for me. He intended to pass off that torch to me, so I can carry that light against the darkness. That’s . . . that’s basically why I’ve done everything I’ve done the past fifteen or whatever years. That’s why I’m managing this whole thing with Smith and the primaries now.”

	“Adam, you know you make a lot of typos in your writing.”

	“Well sorry. You know, they don’t call it a ‘smooth’ draft. It’s a rough draft.”

	“How many pages do you have here?” She started scrolling up through what he wrote.

	“I don’t know. I just came down here and started typing.”

	“Is this gonna be another book?”

	“It’s the beginning of one. If I can ever get my head around it.”

	“Well why don’t you come to bed and get some rest? I’ll start copy-editing it for you after you leave tomorrow.”

	Although just a little more coaxing got Adam to bed, both of them were up a couple hours later. As soon as Adam was gone, Eve returned to the basement office, where Adam’s document was still open on the computer, and sat down to begin reading.

	 

	America today is engaged in a cultural civil war no less titanic in its importance than the literal one fought a hundred and sixty years ago. The nature of this civil war is the rebellion of various liberal groups in America seeking to overthrow the reigning traditions and culture of our country and replace them with their own radical world view.

	 

	While in the economic arena liberals seek to impose a form of socialism upon our country, exceeding the Christian mandate of charity to become an enforced equal distribution of misery. To liberals of this post-modern era each person is their own culture, their own value system, their own definition of right and wrong. Anyone who speaks of a common culture alongside this commonwealth is denigrated for ‘imposing’ a value system and being ‘insensitive’ or ‘intolerant.’

	 

	The result is chaos. With nothing but their empty, morally bankrupt, secular humanist ideas to offer as a replacement, liberals inflict upon America a cultural amnesia. Rather than exalt our culture, rather than celebrate the peace and liberty and freedom and justice that America stands for, liberals seek to debase our culture, to blame the victim for the attacks by our external enemies, to excuse those that seek to take our freedoms, to strip away the values of our Christian heritage, and at last to condemn our country to a suicide of the soul.

	 

	It was agreed, by everyone I ever spoke to about it, that Eve was a much better match for Adam than Angela had been. Angela was too much like him. Eve complimented him. That consensus, I think, was affirmed for all when Adam began writing his second book. The River of Life had several different unofficial editors, all looking at different sections. In contrast, The Torchbearer had one editor, and Adam listened to everything she had to say.

	While Eve was reading what would become the opening chapter of The Torchbearer, Adam was sleeping on a flight to Los Angeles. He would be their over the next week to attend fund-raisers and conferences with the local branch of the party, but on that first day the order of business was the first Republican primary debate. Greg Smith was on a stage at UCLA with five other hopefuls. Although not the tallest, Greg’s intimidating frame seemed to imply some kind of advantage, as did his command of policy details. He was not a fiery speaker, a fact that worried Adam even as it convinced him all the more that Greg would need him in the months ahead.

	I was living in LA at the time. I don’t remember, but I think I was home the night of that debate. However, the next night I was out at a party, hosted by a producer I was working for, to mark the opening of his latest movie. It was a late summer blockbuster capitalizing on the mini-fad of over the top fantasy-science fiction action blends. As I recall it was a movie about a future in which a united Earth government, aided by the students and staff of Miskatonic University, used sorcery and mecha to fight off an invasion of space cthulhu, or equivalent. It was ridiculous, as movies go, but I rather liked it.

	The reason I remember that party is that another of the producer’s friends, this one far more important than me, was in attendance. The producer introduced me that night to Ben Browning, the three term Republican governor of Illinois who had just announced his own presidential campaign. Governor Browning was a tall man with a profound swagger, riding high after being crowned in the media as the winner of the debate the night before. He asked what I did, and I explained the basics of AI-aided, agent-based analysis, adding an off-hand comment about the similarities between modeling opening night and election day turnout. A week later I was interviewing with his campaign manager for a whole new career.

	 

	Unlike with the Drake campaign, this time around Adam had a more active, more frenetic role, more to his liking. He was gone for weeks at a time setting up campaign offices, organizing local party branches, acting as a surrogate for Smith. Then he would breeze back into Denver, spend a night at home with the wife, dabble on his second book, then down to the new offices for a meeting and off on another cross-country flight.

	A lot of these trips were to Washington. He stayed with Dr. Graham, who lived in the city, and made frequent appearances at the party’s new Washington branch office, where he would hold court at the newly renovated juice bar.

	Being Adam, his approach to the entire campaign was unsystematic. He loved to fly in, visit some campaign office, give a triumphant speech to the volunteers, maybe answer some questions from the local manager, act like a rock star, then roll on out to the next destination. He gave interviews to all comers and appeared on any news show he could.

	Some news commenters called him a loose cannon, an extremist, a drag on the otherwise surging Smith campaign.

	Dr. Graham disagreed. “He’s not a loose cannon. He’s more like a machine gun. He might not always hit the target, but he provides us cover fire while we advance.”

	“I . . . do not understand that analogy at all,” Aaron Smith said.

	“Just trust me, this is gonna be good. When the actual voting starts we’ll be glad to have Mr. Hanson around.”

	I did not know Dr. Graham at the time, or what he was telling that campaign, but I was in agreement with him. At the beginning of November, I told Arnold Marshal that Iowa was going to swing to Smith and that we should concentrate on New Hampshire.

	Such are the moments on which careers are made. I found myself for the first time facing skepticism about my analysis. The producers I worked for had complained when the box office take ended low but had never questioned my projections. Most of the campaign staff became unhinged at the thought of abandoning one of the first two states. A state, no less, that bordered Browning’s home state, this fact treated for some reason like it had bearing on anything. They were of the opinion that Browning should act like the ‘inevitable’ candidate, that even a tacit withdraw from an early state would shatter that all important narrative.

	At a major conference in Chicago, the governor polled his main staff on this question. Most voted against. Marshal, his chief of staff, equivocated before noting that campaigns were not won by media narratives. Browning made the call and the campaign withdrew all but a skeleton office and its entire advertising budget from Iowa.

	Had things worked out differently I might have been fired after New Hampshire and ended up back in Los Angeles. Instead it unfolded as my models predicted. Iowa went to Smith, New Hampshire went to Browning. Jon Spielman hung around to finish second behind Smith in South Carolina before dropping out of the race, and the two remaining real campaigns got set for a showdown in Florida and the super-Tuesday states.

	On the day after South Carolina, I put up a presentation showing the next contests. It recommended a similar strategic withdrawal from Colorado to concentrate on the eleven other states voting on super-Tuesday. I also recommended not competing in Texas.

	“Geez,” Browning said. “Are we running against Smith or against Adam Hanson?”

	Several of his staff chimed in at that, saying they wished we were running against Adam Hanson, since he was an unelectable extremist. I pointed out that Mr. Hanson’s chances in a general election might be in doubt, but his popularity among Republican primary voters was incredible. If it were him, not Smith, on the ticket, we would be getting crushed. This got some scoffs and dismissive grunts.

	“Would he make a good VP pick?” Browning asked.

	Everyone in the room shot down this idea. Even I had to point out that the vice-president pick came after the primaries, when Adam’s usefulness might be waning.

	We ended up winning Florida by a narrow margin, giving Browning a slight but definitive edge in the delegate count. After that there were two weeks until super-Tuesday. It was a lot of time to fill for both campaigns and the media.

	 

	Like every presidential race this one was wrapped up in the vainglorious, overheated, exhaustive, shallow, meaningless trappings of a media narrative. The latest gaffe, insult, faux outrage, mini-scandal, grandstanding maneuver was hyped, argued about by campaign supporters and surrogates on news programs, obsessed over by consultants and staffers. None of it mattered in the end, unless it prompted a campaign to overreact, as the news cycle right after the Florida primary did that year.

	It began with an advertising director in the Minute Men organization named Borris Mattel. Like Adam he was a combat veteran, having served in Iraq. Mattel was awarded a purple heart and discharged after losing his lower leg to an I.E.D. After that he became a drifter. He joined the Minute Men organization after being inspired by the post-election day march Roland held in 2012. Over the next decade he worked his way up from volunteer to precinct coordinator to a post at the old Atlanta headquarters to at last a move to Washington and a position reporting to Roland herself.

	Mattel was described as a creepy low-life living the high-life. He had dropped out of college to first join the army. There were stories of him being part of a motorcycle gang after his discharge. Through his contacts in the Minute Men organization, he got invited to various parties, but once there always struck people as slimy, like a stereotypical used-car salesmen. He even wore cheap pastel suits, though I suspect that might have been done in irony.

	On the night of the Florida primary he was in his condo in Alexandria, VA, with his girlfriend of the month, a stripper whose name he only knew as ‘Epiphany.’ They were asleep when, around midnight, a group of four armed men broke in to the house. They shot both Mattel and his girlfriend, stole a bunch of jewelry and electronics and whatever cash they found, and fled. Neither of their victims died right away. Epiphany managed to get to her cell phone. By that morning both of them were in intensive care, in critical condition, and the four suspects were in custody.

	At this point the whole thing was not news. Statements from the suspects amounted to a confession, in which it came out the lead among them was a bookie of some kind and that Mattel owed them substantial gambling debts. It was unclear if they intended to break in and kill him or if they thought he was not home and were there to collect by just stealing as much of his stuff as they could.

	Two days later, after lingering in a coma, Mattel at last expired. Upon his death several aspects of his life came to light. He had a personal blog that amounted to a long series of racist and anti-Muslim screeds. It complained about welfare cheats, about the dangers of Muslims and criminals being allowed to immigrate, about reverse racism and ‘affirmative racism,’ about the ‘ghettoification’ of America. Intermixed with that, the blog also contained great praise for Adam and his party. There was even, in an apparent attempt to emulate Adam, a self-written and performed song posted on the blog. It seemed to be a sped up version of ‘My Country Tis of Thee’ with alternate lyrics.

	Epiphany, who survived the whole ordeal, referred to Mattel as a ‘KKK-level racist.’ Journalists looking in to his past found evidence he might have been a literal KKK member, or at least associated with them in his motorcycle-drifter days.

	All of this was important because his four assailants were black. Racism, which the original investigators felt played no part in the actual killing, became the central issue among those reporting on the Republican primaries and who were in need of something to talk about before super-Tuesday. Everyone was in an awkward spot.

	“Mr. Mattel did not work for my campaign,” Greg Smith kept telling reporters, “did not work for me. I never met him personally. Of course I condemn any form of racism, but that does not excuse this sort of criminality.”

	On the other side various Democrats, including the incumbent president, made the opposite appeal. “I do not condone violence, but this has once again brought to light the extremist, racist views of Adam Hanson and his Minute Men organization. Make no mistake, a vote for Representative Smith is a vote for the National Tea Party.”

	Dr. Graham managed to fan the fires even as his own candidate and campaign staff were wishing the whole thing would go away. “This is a classic case of liberal intolerance. Apparently for all their talk about tolerance these leftist groups believe even murder is justified as a means of silencing their opposition.”

	The doctor pitched a big publicity stunt around the story. The funeral for Mattel was scheduled for that Sunday. Dr. Graham proposed bringing out Minute Men, in their full colonial regalia, as part of an ‘honor guard’ at the ceremony. He wanted Adam to appear as well and give a speech, in which he would condemn Mattel’s views but vow to fight for his right to express them, in the truest sense of free speech. He wanted Greg to cut an ad with a similar theme.

	“This is going beyond the envelope of decency,” Greg said. “Using a funeral for political gain is too crass by itself without all these other issues.”

	“I agree,” Manny said, “appearing at the funeral is a terrible idea. Everyone’s already pissed off this guy is being buried at Arlington. We provoke them further, we’ll start some kind of race riot.”

	“He’s being buried at Arlington?”

	“His brother pressed for it and got approved,” Dr. Graham said. “He’s a purple heart winner.”

	“Recipient,” Adam said.

	“Sorry, right, purple heart recipient, so he qualifies. For the record his brother also says he’s not a racist.”

	“Nobody believes that,” Manny said.

	“Yes, but they’re going off the word of a stripper he knew for three weeks and some out of context blog comments the liberal media has been distorting. I think in a way we owe it to one of our own to set the record of his life straight, if nothing else.”

	“I’m in favor of Dr. Graham’s plan,” Erica said. “I’ll speak at the funeral if nobody else will.”

	“Why are we still talking about this?” Aaron said. “This isn’t winning us anything. This whole stupid thing just needs to go away.”

	“I’m not going to attend this funeral,” Adam said. “If Greg doesn’t want to either than I’m fine with that. Erica, if you and your people want to do something that’s fine.”

	The burial at Arlington cemetery made for a huge media debate on the Sunday morning news shows and continued across every news channel and online news steam as the next week began. Roland went ahead with plans to speak and bring out the organization in force.

	The viewing was held at a large church not far from where Mattel had lived. The place was crowded by Minute Men volunteers and precinct chiefs and staff. Roland gave a speech that decried the media circus the whole thing had become. “Democrats talk about how much they value free speech, but as soon as someone like Borris exercises that right and says something not politically correct the Democrats are quick to call foul.”

	From there the funeral proceeded out to Arlington National Cemetery, where a mass of protestors were waiting for them. Most had been shunted off to the side beforehand, but as the hearse rolled into the main drive a new group emerged. A line of Muslims, most of them women wearing head scarves, moved in front of the car, linking arms and forming a human wall that refused to let the funeral procession pass.

	The standoff did not last long. Right behind the hearse was a contingent of Minute Men bikers. They were quick to dismount and rush forward. They tried to push the people apart, force them aside, but the line remained, their heads bowed, trying to not even acknowledge this assault. The bikers began picking them up, prying them apart. A woman screamed. An elbow jostled a biker. A punch got thrown. Some of the vocal protesters, seeing what was happening, arrived to counterattack, rushing in to wedge themselves between the bikers and the picket line. At that point someone among the Minute Men pulled a gun. Other bikers did the same, and then somebody opened fire into the picket line.

	By the time the police cleared out the mass of people and Borris Mattel, a shady dude who got killed over gambling debts, was buried, the images of the massacre were all over the internet. Eleven of the Muslim protesters were dead, dozens more injured. Adam gave an interview about it that afternoon.

	“Classic blaming of the victims. This was a peaceful funeral, a peaceful funeral procession until these violent protestors showed up and attacked the pallbearers. This is the so-called religion of peace, a bunch of thugs blockading a funeral and coming in swinging signs and throwing punches. And they’re surprised when the pallbearers defend themselves!”

	I remember sitting with Browning and his campaign staff, in Chicago, watching the whole thing unfold that day. The governor just shook his head, then wondered aloud if this was hurting them or, as Adam implied, could turn around to create sympathy, for the Minute Men, for Adam, for Smith. “Whether it helps them or not,” Arnold Marshal said, “nothing good will come from us sticking our noses in. When your enemy is busy destroying himself, don’t interfere.”

	 

	Greg Smith got crushed on super-Tuesday, just as the polls predicted. He never had much support in the upper Midwest and western states that dominated that day, but the whole Mattel affair could not have helped.

	Aaron Smith insisted the campaign break ties with the National Tea Party after the incident, but Dr. Graham talked Greg out of this. After super-Tuesday, Aaron quit the campaign altogether.

	Greg had been working alongside Aaron in politics ever since they were volunteers for the Obama campaign. Without his brother, his heart was no longer in it. He waited until the next contests, the Washington and Alaska caucus held the next week, which he lost by large margins. Then he announced he was suspending his campaign.

	The news made Adam as despondent as Greg. He scheduled a strategy session for the next day to figure out what to do from there, then failed to show up, instead loitering at home. The day after that, Eve kicked him out, sent him in to work, told him if he had to mope he could go sulk around the office.

	Arriving Adam got a surprise. Dr. Graham was there at the Denver party headquarters. “What are you doing here?”

	“So I called to speak with you yesterday but got Mr. Badillo instead. After I explained why I was calling, he had me fly out.”

	“Okay. Why?”

	“Is that offer of a job still open?”

	“For you doc? Absolutely!”

	Dr. Graham just stared at him for a moment. “Well then good. Yes. I’m interested.”

	“Isn’t Greg going to be running for his congressional seat though?”

	“Nope, he decided to give that up to run for president.”

	“I realize that, but is he not going back to it now?”

	Graham shook his head. “There’s already a vicious primary fight to replace him. He doesn’t want to wade in to that.”

	“Oh. Well he could always run as a candidate from my party.”

	“I don’t think he’s up for another campaign either way.”

	“So he’s just bowing out huh?”

	“He’ll probably make it official once Governor Browning clinches the nomination.”

	Adam sighed. “Another opportunity slipped away. Anyway, yes, yes, you’re hired, welcome aboard, you’re my new head ad man. Or, um, how about, chief of public relations?”

	“That works for me.”

	“If you don’t want to move your family you can work out of our DC office. You already have an office there, right? Good. Since you’re here, we were about to have a strategy meeting to figure out the rest of this campaign. Come on.”

	“I haven’t prepared anything for a meeting.”

	“Neither have I,” Adam smirked. “Come on, we’ll figure something out.”

	As predicted, a month later Greg Smith withdrew from the presidential race and endorsed Browning, and Dr. Graham, along with much of Greg’s staff, was hired by the National Tea Party.

	 

	The defining contours of an election always become clear in retrospect. Often they have nothing to do with all the racist funeral affairs that come and go through the media. Even before Browning hired me the year before it was apparent the President Lawrence, already derided as a socialist, was in trouble. While economic growth was good, there had also been an increase in unemployment. The advent of low-level AIs providing new levels of automation, of which the self-driving cars were just the most visible example, was eliminating more jobs than it was creating. The perception of the economy was lousy.

	It was a bitter outcome for Adam. In the wake of the Browning victory it was apparent the incumbent was both getting the blame for the high unemployment and had disillusioned the liberal base by ‘selling out’ on a compromise entitlement reform bill. Any Republican could have won that year. Had Smith persevered and won the primary, Adam would have already been vice-president.

	Eve consoled him as he sat staring into space while the guests made their exits from that year’s Eyrie election watching party. She rubbed his shoulders from behind the couch, then sort of draped herself over him in a hug. “It just wasn’t meant to be,” she said.

	After a long pause Adam replied. “You’re right. God has a plan for me. I know that. I thought this was it, but apparently not. It must be something else.”

	“Look at the bright side. You won a lot of other races.”

	“Bob gets to be the party leader in our two-member congressional delegation. I’m sure he’ll love trumpeting that until we’re all sick of it.”

	Eve smiled and kissed him on the forehead. “Don’t stay up too late.”

	After she had gone to bed, Adam headed down to his basement office. Pulling up a file he found it had been over a year since he last looked at the jotted down pages that he hoped to make into a second book. Rather than read any of that he skipped to the end and started adding more.

	 

	A central tenet of modern liberalism is the elevation of tolerance and diversity, but upon close examination this is revealed to be a fraud. Diversity means diversity of skin tone and ethnicity, things that liberals themselves are the first to state ‘should not matter.’ Tolerance to them means acceptance, not just allowing but embracing and championing alternate lifestyles, bizarre gender orientations and sexual practices. The end result is a sort of corporate diversity photo, a dozen people of different race and ethnicity, with minor clothing variation, all thinking the exact same thoughts.

	 

	In the areas that are most important: religious expression, political expression, ideals, economic freedom, liberals represent the height of intolerance. When teachers wear necklaces with crosses, when cities put up Ten Commandment monuments or nativity scenes, when students apply for scholarships for theology degrees, when individuals seek to align their privately owned businesses with the decrees of their faith, then the true nature of liberalism emerges. All these things must be banned, we are told, because they might offend somebody. Tolerance is thrown out the window. Now we must cave to the vocal intolerance of the liberal minority. Any symbol of Christianity must be banished from public sight for fear of violating the separation of church and state. Never is it mentioned that by banning religious symbols the state is de facto establishing no religion, i.e. a-religiousness, i.e. a-theism, as its religion. It is never mentioned that atheism, the belief in no god at all, is a religious belief itself. Far from trying to separate church and state, liberalism seeks, as one of its central goals, to enshrine atheism as the official state religion, and to use the power of the state to enforce and expand this religion over all others.

	 

	The problem stems from the liberal obsession with outdated and discredited ideas. They promote Marxist economic ideas that seek to establish a sort of kindergarten economic equality, in which everyone has the exact same material wealth as everyone else, and any deviation from this set level is quickly punished and corrected. Likewise they promote outdated ideas about race, in which race really does matter and a certain anti-white racism is required as a sort of ‘make up’ for the real anti-black racism that dominated this country a century ago. Nevermind of course that nobody alive today in the United States ever owned a slave, or that even the memory of segregation is dying out. When it comes to race, liberals believe in inflicting a collective, generational punishment that they would decry in any other context.

	 

	Adam stopped writing. He scrolled up and read through some of what he had written before, skipping around. There was something missing from all this. It still did not quite capture what he wanted to say. He read some more until he realized he had stopped reading and was just staring at the screen. With a sigh he turned off the computer and went to bed.

	 

	The term ‘first hundred days,’ when referring to presidents, originates with Franklin Roosevelt. During his first hundred days in office, Roosevelt got through congress much of the legislation that would form the ‘New Deal.’ Ever since then each new president is evaluated on those terms, with talk at each inauguration of what the new president might hope to accomplish in his first hundred days.

	President Browning had plans. His agenda called for a tax cut, a spending cut that focused on dismantling the Department of Labor and some associated labor laws in order to boost employment, an elimination of the federal minimum wage, and a balanced budget amendment, one of his big campaign promises. His problem was dealing with a recalcitrant Senate. The Senate that year was in Democratic hands, led by such notable liberal firebrands as Reginald Nelson, Seth Gardner, Christina Wilson, and Ken Wilkerson. They opposed everything the president wanted and, coming from liberal states, had no incentive to work with him.

	So as President Browning’s first hundred days neared their close, a half dozen bills passed in the House were stalled in the Senate. It was the end of April and a heat wave had hit the east coast. The summer driving season was about to get underway, inflated in size and scope by the wide-spread ownership of partial or fully autonomous cars. A small business hiring tax credit that had squeezed through the Senate had increased economic activity. There were announcements of declines in first quarter oil production in Russia and other non-OPEC countries. Some OPEC countries were moving away from pricing oil exclusively in dollars.

	There are other, more arcane economic reasons for what happened, but my understanding of such was always fuzzy. Whatever the reasons, something sparked a bidding war for oil futures on the New York Mercantile Exchange. A similar bidding war followed for natural gas, and a lesser one for coal futures. By the end of the week the price of fossil fuel futures, in commodity markets across the world, had increased more than ten-fold. The oil-price super spike, soon shortened in the vernacular to just ‘the oil spike.’

	Within a couple weeks the direct price increases were showing up at gas stations and in electrical bills. By then there had already been massive losses of wealth in the stock market and massive economic upheaval. This was the crisis that would define the Browning presidency. Under pressure from the crashing economy, the Senate agreed to a stimulative tax cut the president proposed, and to various cost cutting in the federal budget. President Browning announced an era of government austerity, of government ‘living within our means,’ to bring back economic prosperity. My polling showed people were not optimistic.

	 

	Like everyone else, Adam found himself living in a new world. Unlike most everyone, he saw it as one with incredible promise.

	The most immediate impact of the oil spike was on people commuting to work. It was noticeable driving along the highways at former rush hours, seeing so much traffic just gone. Gasoline was at ten or fifteen dollars a gallon, and experts were saying how one day we’d look back at how low such prices seemed. Everyone was looking to avoid driving anywhere. Mass transit was overwhelmed where it existed, demanded where it did not, and threatened to bankrupt cities that were not passing on enough of their fuel prices to the end users.

	Then there were the people sleeping at work. Showering at nearby gyms, sleeping in cars or on cots, living around work during the week, to make the drive home only on the weekend. Enforcing city ordinances against sleeping in a car became impossible for police forces, who had to curtail their own amount of driving because of expenses.

	Certain business owners disliked this trend even more. Adam found himself in a meeting with his entire staff, overspilling the main conference room at Denver HQ, about the subject.

	“The property manager for this building,” he said, “made it a point to meet with me earlier this week and wanted me to remind everybody that you are not allowed to sleep in the building overnight. That is what the property manager, some guy none of us work for, said to me. A guy who is not your boss wants you to stop sleeping in the building. Everybody got that? Okay. On a completely unrelated note, when I talked to the property manager, I told him we have a lot of people bicycling in to work. Bicycling. So they arrive sweaty. I asked if we could get a shower stall installed in each of the bathrooms. I volunteered to pick up some of the cost. He agreed. So that’s happening. Again, there will be showers here at work. On another completely unrelated topic, I’ve also heard some people requesting if maybe we could expand the appliances in the break room. I’ve decided to go ahead and eat that cost and add an oven and a second fridge. So we’ll be getting that. Also, one last unrelated thing, I noticed walking over here how many cubicles did not have some kind of sleeping bag stashed in them. That’s good, because the property manager does not want anybody sleeping here. So continue not to have those sleeping bags in your cubicles if you don’t want, and definitely do not have anything like that kept out in the open. Is everybody clear on this?”

	There were a lot of smiles and nods, and Adam sent them back to work.

	Adam spent that year working on a twin set of obsessions. The first was tapping into the new mass of unemployed and disenfranchised. Adam knew something about being homeless. These were his people.

	He spent a lot of time traveling on a refurbished bus that would one day serve him during his presidential campaigns. This was a campaign as well, though it was not an election year and he was not promoting any particular office seeker. He was promoting himself. He traveled throughout the emerging new landscape of America, through the suburban ghettos, the cul-de-sacs where those who could not afford their mortgage payments were squatting, scrounging their way through life. He traveled to the squatter forts, the empty lots or abandoned Walmarts now overrun with people living in cars or makeshift campsites, the people who were still employed but could only afford a weekly rather than a daily commute, or perhaps could not afford mobility at all. He traveled to the former high schools and golf courses where people gathered into the beginnings of pastoral communes, and he traveled to the city cores riven by new synthetic illicit drugs and old criminal gang warfare.

	The politicians I talked to during those days, my clients at the time, seemed like they were scared of this new world. They were frightened of what bad economic times did to their reelection bids. They hesitated to go face their constituents. Adam relished it. Never had there been so many people willing to gather around and listen to him.

	Some people made a point of mocking Adam and his pseudo-campaign. What did he hope to accomplish? Nobody was thinking about voting yet, little less voting for an esoteric third party candidate they had never heard of who showed up in a run down bus. They never realized Adam wasn’t running a campaign back then. He was building an army.

	The ranks of the Minute Men swelled during that first oil spike summer.

	 

	Adam’s other obsession was his new book. When not rushing around, the way few people could those days, on a speaking tour, Adam was taking the ideas from his speeches and consolidating and codifying them into a new volume. It was finished and released near the end of the next summer, just in time for the big push of the midterm election season.

	As he had done before, Adam embarked on a book tour promoting The Torchbearer that doubled as a campaign tour to stump for National Tea Party candidates. He made appearances on news streams and their corresponding, and still persisting, conventional news channels. Several interviewers opened with an almost identical question.

	“Your new book is called The Torchbearer. Plain black cover, no subtitle. Can you explain the title for us?”

	“A torchbearer is someone, in this context, not just someone who carries a flame but who keeps it lit.”

	“Is that someone yourself?” Insert little chuckle here.

	“I am the torchbearer, yes.” Spoken without a trace of irony. “God has passed this torch to me that I might pass it on myself. I want to encourage everyone to be a torchbearer, everyone to kindle that flame and keep it lit and carry it forward. Right now our country is lost in a time of darkness, a time of literal darkness, I’ve been traveling around the country and I’ve seen countless neighborhoods that are pitch black at night because people can’t afford their electric bills. But also a figurative time of darkness, financially, morally, philosophically.”

	Interviewers never seemed to know quite how to approach Adam in those days, if they ever had before. Some fell back on just plain and factual. “You talk a lot in your book about what you call a ‘new American dark age.’ Can you explain what you mean by that?”

	“It means several different things, as I just said, the times we live in are dark for a bunch of reasons. But at the core of it is the banishment of God from the public sphere, replacing the light of God with atheism, secular humanism, which have by default been established as the state religion, in violation of the constitution and the will of a vast majority of Americans. You know, the reason we are reaching the depths of an American dark age is because the political left in this country has fallen for the devil’s greatest trick, which is convincing everyone he does not exist.”

	Other interviewers focused on Adam’s vague theology. “You believe the current economic contraction is the work of the devil?”

	“I’m not interested in debating the finer theological points. The main thing is this: the United States is a Christian nation. If you just look at the people, the American people, a majority, vast majority are Christians of some stripe. What is a nation if not a collection of people. If the majority are Christian how are we not a Christian nation? There is a classic rejoinder to that my opponents will make. ‘But Adam, what about the constitution? That defines us as much as demographics.’ Yeah, okay, if you like. America is more then just the people, it’s also our traditions, our history, our culture, our founding documents. But guess what, all those things are Christian in nature, either explicitly or implicitly. Christian morality informed the Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution, the Emancipation Proclamation, the Gettysburg Address, the Civil Rights movement, and on and on.”

	Then there were the interviewers who wanted to dissect his book in detail. “So, I’m still trying to get a handle on just what you believe brought about the oil spike. Are you saying it was caused by . . .”

	“Are you even listening to me? Look, forget about the oil spike. That’s a symptom, just as our broken social security system is a symptom, and our weak foreign policy, with the whole mess Korean unification has become, and our crippled government finances are a symptom. All of those symptoms come from a broken political system, but this is still America, and politics still means elected representatives, politicians chosen by us, by We the People.”

	Adam drew a deep breath to continue. “If the politics are broken it’s because something about us, about the people and the culture, is broken. American culture has become debased, and that is why we find ourselves in this mess. Christian morality, the ten commandments, the moral philosophy of Jesus Christ, these things can form the basis of a moral system, of a way to tell right from wrong. When we banish that from public life it no longer informs our culture and it gets replaced by moral relativism, where we throw up our hands and say everybody gets to decide for themselves and there’s no way to judge right from wrong. Declaring something wrong, wrong in the absolute sense, is, according to liberal ideology, moralizing. Moralizing, said as if it were a bad thing. Moralizing is what we should do. Make things moral. It’s a lot better than the immoralizing we’ve been doing.”

	As the midterm election moved closer, Adam also appeared with various local candidates at their campaign rallies. In this new era of lessened mobility, he gave a lot of speeches to small, local gatherings. He loved such venues, and was indefatigable in appearing at as many of them as possible.

	“As always, the solutions liberals offer for the current energy crisis is their solution to everything: socialism, the central goal of the atheist's core philosophy. Socialism seeks to make everyone equal, of achieving equality of outcomes, and the only way of doing so is to drag everybody down to the lowest level. Atheists, lacking any faith, any sense of morality that could uplift the righteous, likewise seek to drag everyone down to the level of the lowest common denominator. The two philosophies are inextricable intertwined, and they form the root of the force destroying America.

	“In case it’s somehow not clear to anybody, I will state right here and now that I am the enemy of modern liberalism. Liberalism is the darkness I seek to dispel with the torch of God’s light. Liberalism is the rejection of God, the rejection of religion, the rejection of absolute truth and rejection of accountability to a higher power. Liberals would replace the foundations of our culture and our country with moral bankruptcy. Liberals seek to create a world where each person is their own god, and each person is lost in an abyss of self-worship.

	Deep breath, drink of water, and Adam plunged forward. “I can stand here and complain, we can all complain, but the solution to darkness is not to curse it. The solution is to light a candle. I was handed a torch by God and told to go forth and deliver His people, and so now I stand before you with His divine light inside me and ask, will you take this light? Will you let my light kindle your own torches, and with your own divine light go forward and take back your country from those that cast her into darkness?!”

	 

	The tireless touring Adam had done the year before, during the initial days of the oil spike, paid off in his party’s efforts to mobilize the vote. So, for that matter, did his long-standing ties to the Texas oil industry, dating back to his earliest days in politics. Oil profits that followed the price spike fueled Adam’s nonstop national tour and paid small stipends to his vast army of canvassers and coordinators and precinct captains.

	The midterm election of 2026 was a watershed year for the National Tea Party. Sitting in the vast front room of the Eyrie, Adam sat in stunned silence, unable to believe any kind of victory was actually happening. Rudy and Dr. Graham kept updating a big board they had put up online while returns played across multiple screens. By the end of the night the party controlled, outright or in coalition with Republicans, the legislatures in two dozen states. They had elected two National Tea Party governors. In the House of Representatives, Bob Geare was now the head of a mini-caucus seven strong.

	Adam also won a victory of deep symbolic importance, and exorcized the last demon of the 2012 debacle, when Allen Rose, after five terms in the Texas state legislature, claimed a seat in the US senate.

	“Is there any chance Senator Rose will want to rejoin the party?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“After tonight,” Adam said. “Anything is possible.”

	Adam did get a congratulatory call from the new Senator, talking up the National Tea Party victories. A few weeks later, out in DC and feeling triumphant and magnanimous, Adam hosted in his office one of his other wayward followers.

	“Couldn’t keep away, huh?”

	“Taking a break felt really good,” Greg Smith, sitting across the desk, said. “But honestly, could you stay away?”

	“I tried, once, and it didn’t end well. What about your brother?”

	Greg shook his head. “He took a job with a lobbying agency and isn’t looking back.”

	“Can’t blame him there. So tell me Greg, why me? Why the National Tea Party? I thought you had sworn us off.”

	“I did in my previous political life. After what happened I didn’t think I could go back. I wasn’t sure you would want me back either.”

	“Why wouldn’t I?” Adam asked.

	“After I quit on you in the last primary?”

	“Man, Greg, that was the best thing that could have happened. You, your brother, that Mattel idiot, all of it, that wasn’t an accident or a mistake, that was divine providence. God interfered on our behalf.”

	“You really believe that?”

	“Absolutely. Imagine if you had won. Imagine if you and I were president and vice-president right now. We’d be ruined. We would have accomplished nothing and we’d be staring down the worst chances for reelection since Herbert Hoover. God spared us the worst possible fate. There is no doubt in my mind He intends great things for all of us.”

	“Mr. Chairman,” Greg looked down at his hands, unable to meet the fire rising in Adam’s eyes. “Adam. That is exactly why I didn’t join Aaron at some lobbying firm. I want to make a real difference. I want . . . it sounds corny, but I want to be a part of what you’re doing.”

	“I say a lot of corny things, Greg. Doesn’t make them untrue. Regardless, welcome aboard. I’ve got a spare office here for you.”

	“You want me to start right away?”

	“I need someone. The property manager at my Denver headquarters finally got fed up with me letting everyone sleep at the office, so he’s kicking us out. I’ve decided to move most of the operation out here. We’ll still have some small offices in Denver, but most of the party staff will be out here. We’re gonna take over the rest of this building.”

	“Okay.”

	“I’ll still be living in Denver, so I need someone to coordinate things out here, a DC office manager, I suppose.”

	“That sounds great.”

	“No, no. It is great, but it doesn’t sound great.” By now Adam was not looking at Greg, but staring over his shoulder into some bright future. “We need a better title for a former presidential candidate. Maybe, director of operations? How does that sound?”

	“Director of operations, I’ll take it.”

	Adam ended up staying in Washington over the holidays, bringing out Eve for one of the most festive Christmases they ever had together. They stayed with various friends and supporters, spending Christmas day itself with the Grahams and dancing through the night at a giant gala thrown by Bob Geare on New Year’s Eve.

	As the new congress got set to begin its first session, Adam sat down in his office for another interview, this time with one Ross Dolluse. A freelance political reporter, Ross had managed to secure and maintain his own personal news stream, made up of nothing but long, expansive interviews he did with everyone in town.

	“I’m talking today with Adam Hanson, chairman of the National Tea Party. Mr. Hanson, there’s been a lot of talk in this town about the Democrats picking up a couple seats in the Senate, in control of the House again, but not making as big of gains as some expected, and a lot of talk about why that happened, what went ‘wrong’ for the Democrats, if picking up seats can be said to be going ‘wrong,’ and, uh, and some are saying it’s because of the conservative turnout driven by, dare I say, a viable third party in this country, for the first time in over a generation. I think this may be the most under-reported story of last year, and you’re the man behind it. So let’s start with that, do you agree with that assessment? Did the National Tea Party help to stop a democratic wave this year?”

	“I can’t say for sure, but I’ll take it either way. It was certainly our biggest turnout, as a percentage, of any election.”

	Ross nodded as Adam spoke and looked on with his practiced, intent interviewer expression. “And you now have seven seats in the House of Representatives. You’ve said your members will caucus with the Republicans?”

	“That is correct, at least for this current congress.”

	“Could you see your party joining the Democrats in the future?”

	“Oh absolutely. I’m not in to tribalistic partisanship. We will back whatever advances our agenda.”

	“For all those who may not be familiar with your party, could you explain what that agenda is? What does the National Tea Party stand for?”

	“Absolutely. Three key things, Ross. The first is morality. Christian morality, Christian heritage, Christian values, the values that are the core of this country, including charity. A lot of Republicans forget about that one. The second is decentralization. Not necessarily reducing government in all cases but moving decision making down to the lowest level possible, down to the state, the city, the individual, so that government can be the most responsive to individual Americans. And third, energy security. Doing whatever it takes to ensure this country maintains the supply of energy resources we need to grow our economy and, through the engine of economic growth, lift not only all Americans but the whole world out of poverty.”

	“That’s a bold platform.”

	“I’m a bold guy.”

	“You’ve been taking this message on a sort of speaking tour, would you call it, for the past two years,” Ross shifted in his seat to ask this question. “Mr. Hanson, do you have any intention of running for office yourself?”

	“I have every intention of doing so.”

	“Do you intend for this to happen next year?”

	“That remains to be seen.”

	“There’s been some criticism leveled against you, Mr. Hanson, that you only are a mouthpiece for other candidates, or for running surrogates instead of putting yourself out there on the ticket.”

	“I’ve never understood that argument,” Adam shook his head. “I’ve supported well qualified candidates. Does anybody else who endorses a candidate and campaigns for them ever get criticized for not running themselves?”

	“I think the implication is that you have never held office yourself and perhaps need to work your way up before running for president.”

	“I have worked my way up. I started on the streets, holding rallies and leading marches, facing down blatant oppression and censorship from my enemies. I started with this party when we were holding meetings at Denny’s and scrapping together money to run for city council. I started lower and have come up farther than any of the well-groomed politicians of the major parties. I might add that, given the results we get from most politicians, I’d say maybe we need to disqualify anybody who follows this so-called conventional approach to becoming president.”

	Even though Adam’s voice rose as he spoke, Ross’ expression did not change. He just shifted in his seat again for his next question. “Now, something I note, you mention your enemies. You’ve said you’re willing to work with either party to advance your agenda, so I think a lot of people will be asking, who exactly are your enemies?”

	“Liberals.”

	“So the Democrats?”

	“Not all Democrats are liberals. Not all liberals are liberals, the word means different things to different people, a hundred years ago it meant something very different. But modern liberalism, as it is conceived, represents the antithesis of everything I stand for and everything America stands for.”

	“Okay then,” Ross smiled. “You’re gonna have to elaborate on that one for me.”

	“Look, Ross, liberalism is like any other political philosophy, it has a vision of a better world to be achieved through certain policies and certain programs and such. The various branches of conservatism are the same way. The difference is, on the one hand, the Republican party is composed of, maybe three distinct philosophies, all of which might call themselves conservatism and might share some similarities, but are distinct from each other, and because the Republicans are a political party that’s not concerned with a coherent philosophy there is a tension between those different branches. Now the Democrats, put aside the occasional reasonable Democrat you might find, the Democratic party is this dark, amalgamated Cthulhu of ideas and philosophies that has been melded together to attempt to form a counter to the . . .”

	“Excuse me, Mr. Hanson. A dark, amalgamated what?”

	“Cthulhu. An evil, insanity-inducing, incomprehensible mass of tentacles that reaches into and corrupts every aspect of America society, our schools, our churches, our towns, our military, our hospitals, everything. Modern liberalism stands counter to the three core principles I outlined earlier. In place of morality they have atheism. In place of economic growth they have environmentalism. In place of small government they have big government. At first glance they all seem distinct, more so than the branches of conservatives, but what unites the American political left, ultimately, is a desire for control. It’s ironic, since liberalism comes from liberty, and that’s what the word used to mean, but modern liberalism in America today has morphed into a Trojan horse for totalitarianism. They want to replace religious belief, replace economic freedom, replace political freedom and control of our own government with total control by a dark, unaccountable, unquestionable, incomprehensible Cthulhu of the state.”

	Ross leaned back in his chair, a little surprised now at Adam’s rising volume but knowing enough not to interrupt a guest on a roll.

	“This is where liberalism differs from other political philosophies. Liberalism embraces atheism, the belief that there is no god, that each person is the arbiter of their own morality, that each person in effect is a god unto themselves. That’s not a philosophy, it’s self-absorbed narcissism. Liberals embrace an environmentalism that values the lives of animals and, I don’t know, the spirits of the wind and sea and ice or whatever, over actual human lives. That’s sounds like a sort of suicidal nihilism to me. Both of those things dovetail with the liberal desire for economic and social control, which the left will say are justified because of the need to ‘save the planet’ and the equally important need not to ‘offend’ anybody with religious displays. The real reason they desire control is the arrogant belief that they know how to run our lives better than we do. That’s a sort of delusion of grandeur.”

	Adam was on the edge of his seat, looking like he might jolt up to his feet from the force of his own speech. “So think about it. Narcissism. Suicidal tendencies. Delusions. These aren’t part of a coherent philosophy. They’re mental diseases. Modern liberalism is a mental illness. It’s a sort of cancer of the intellect. That is the main argument I made in my last book and it’s why I got in to politics in the first place, to oppose this insanity, this, this handing over the keys to the mentally deranged and allowing them to drive this country straight off a cliff!”

	There was a pause, Ross staring wide-eyed at his guest, uncertain if he was done. “Well,” he said. “You paint a stark picture. Do you think that message will resonate with the American people?”

	“Oh, I know it will. It already has, which is why I’m where I am today. Americans were never going to tolerate the displacement of their most deeply held beliefs with a mental disease of delusional self-worship. Liberals have been building an intellectual dungeon for far too long for people not to notice. There is only so much Americans will take. I believe, especially after this last election, that we are seeing America at last wake up to liberal lies, and once that has happened for enough people, there will be a day of reckoning. When enough people realize the dark insanity of a political philosophy that has been forced on our country, then the sleeping giant will at last awaken, and those liberals will become the target of American wrath. The day will come when liberals are tried for their crimes against the United States.”

	 

	With a spring heat wave auguring the arrival of summer, the windows in the juice bar were again open. It was stifling inside, with just the hint of a breeze. Rudy, Manny, Greg, Erica, and Dr. Graham were gathered around the table closest to the window, each absorbed in their own mobile or electronic notebook.

	“Gentlemen!” Adam said. He rushed in, got half way across the room, darted back to the bar itself to grab a bottle of water, and then joined them. “Gentlemen, you’ve heard the news? Of course you’ve heard. You’ve heard, right?”

	“About the president?” Manny asked.

	“Of course! President Browning isn’t running for reelection.”

	“Yeah, we heard.”

	“So there will be no incumbent in the race. This is our chance. The National Tea Party can actually run a candidate of its own.”

	“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Dr. Graham asked.

	“Absolutely.” Adam stood up straight in front of them, hands behind his back, chin tilted up. “Gentlemen, next year I am running for president.”

	With smiles and hand-shakes and hugs they all got up and congratulated Adam. “It’s a long time coming,” Rudy said.

	“So I want to start right away getting this organized. I’m gonna need all of you, now more than ever. Once I announce I’ll have to step down from my posts in the party leadership. I’d like to split those up. Rudy, you’ll be taking over as party chairman again. Greg will run the PAC, and Erica can continue with the get-out-the-vote volunteer arm. You’ll be operating independently, coordinated through me and the campaign. That sound good?”

	They all nodded a starry-eyed assent.

	“Manny, you’ll be with me on the campaign. Jonah, how do you feel about the job of campaign manager?”

	“I would be honored. I really would.”

	“Awesome, awesome.” He shook hands with the doctor again and patted him on the shoulder. “I won’t forget this guys. You’ve all meant so much to me over the years, and I think the best is yet to come. Oh crap, one other thing I almost forgot. Manny, I want to bring in an official party pollster.”

	“Really? I didn’t think you even cared about polls.”

	“Also,” Greg said, “it’s a lot less expensive to commission specific polls than bring somebody in house.”

	“No, no. I’m sure it’s cheaper but you get what you pay for. We’ve relied on outside polls and outside consultants for too long, we end up with these idiots and their unskewed polls and their absurdly small sample sizes telling us that Romney is going to win or that Drake has a shot in the primaries. I’m tired of that shit. I don’t care if we hire a sub-contractor instead of directly hiring somebody, but he’s got to be our pollster, dedicated to working for the party. And I want a non-partisan pollster too, a hard-headed, no-nonsense numbers sort of guy.”

	“You know,” Manny said. “I read that the guy who advised President Browning that he couldn’t win reelection was a pollster contracted to his campaign. It’s doesn’t get more hard-headed than advising your employer to shut down and lay you off.”

	“Plus,” Rudy said, “that probably means this pollster got laid off and is available.”

	Adam was nodding and smiling. “That sounds perfect. Manny, find this guy and hire him right away. This should bring the last piece of the puzzle together.” He paused to look around and make eye contact with them all. “Gentlemen, I’ve always known God had big plans for us, and it looks like He just opened a pretty big door. There’s a very hard road ahead, I’m sure, but at the end of that road is America.”

	



	

Chapter 29

	 

	A DARK FAMILIAR ROOM

	 

	I arrived at the White House to find music emanating from the Oval Office. The door was ajar, so I peeked inside.

	I expected to find Adam, but his desk sat empty. From nearby chairs Manny and Dr. Graham and some of their staffers all looked up at me with sunken eyes.

	“I take it the meeting was canceled.”

	“The president is resting in the residence,” Manny said. “He developed a severe case of heartburn last night and thought he was having another heart attack. The doctors insist he get a few days rest.”

	“Why is there music playing?” I asked.

	“Oh. The president requested that. He was gonna try to make it down but asked we put something on to inspire him.”

	“So you put on Metallica?”

	“It’s part of the play-list he requested. So don’t tread on me man.”

	Dr. Graham got up and turned off the little stereo on Adam’s desk. “If you want to join us Sam, we’re proceeding with as much as we can.”

	“You got my latest report right?”

	“Yes we did.”

	“Do you need me for anything else?”

	“Uh, no, we don’t need you, but your input is always appreciated.”

	“Thank you doc, but I’m gonna cut out.”

	I started to leave but was stopped by Manny. “Sam? Are you drunk?”

	From the doorway I turned back to stare at him with bloodshot eyes. “Not drunk enough.”

	Once I was out in my car and underway I pulled out my mobile and scrolled through the contacts list. I came upon a name I had looked up and added the week before. Kate Morgan. As I had for the past several days I thought about calling, hesitated, lost my nerve, thought about it some more. As the car was navigating through traffic across the bridge, I steeled my nerves and hit the call button.

	“Hello. Hello, Ms. Morgan. Hi, you don’t know me, my name is Sam Adder, I’m . . . yes, yes, I’m an advisor to the president . . . no, actually, I’m calling because I’m a friend of Fred Alderman . . . yes . . . no, he said I should contact you . . . yes, that’s what he said . . . he said he owed you lunch and I should take you instead since he might not get the chance.”

	There was a long pause when I said this. “Okay,” she said in a tone that contradicted the statement. “Where did you have in mind?”

	“Well, um, there’s this little hole in the wall Asian place I frequent that makes this great sweet and sour chicken thing.”

	“Okay,” she said, but this time with a lot more self assurance. “Okay, that sounds good.”

	Two hours later I arrived for a late lunch with Kate Morgan. She sat at a table in the back, a long way from my usual end of the bar.

	Kate was a tiny, lithe woman with chunky, rectangular rimmed glasses. She wore dark suits that always looked like they came from the men’s department, but then under these, in lieu of button down shirts, were frilly or lacey or ruffled blouses in bright neons or loud animal prints. I could not guess the purpose of dressing this way, but from the way she stared, the way she paused before each comment, I got the impression there was a strict purpose behind everything she did.

	She gave me a nonchalant look without quite making eye contact. “Hi.” I said, then shot out a hand across the table. “I’m Sam.”

	“Hello Sam.” She shook my hand. “So did Fred really send you?”

	“Um, well, yes, I suppose he did.”

	“When did you speak to him?”

	“Just last week. I visited him in the GSA prison in Arlington.”

	“How did you get access?”

	“Um,” I had not expected an interrogation, especially before even getting a drink. “I spoke with Director Hemming. She owed me a favor.”

	“She did now?”

	“Um, well, yeah, I small one.”

	“Sam, when you met with Fred, what did he say to you?”

	“What did he say?”

	“Tell me everything he said.”

	I looked around, hoping the bartender had seen me come over here and that a drink would materialize. “Well, um, not much. He implied if I wanted answers I would have to talk to you.”

	After another long pause Kate leaned forward and dropped her voice. “Sam, do you think you could do me a favor?”

	“I, um . . .”

	“It would be Fred. I’d asked him to do it but he . . . he never got the chance.”

	The chill that came up through me was palpable. “I’m, uh, I’m not sure I want to be having this conversation.”

	I went to move but she pounced, reaching across the table and putting a hand on mine. “Sam. You realize who I work for right?”

	“I, um, well, no, I don’t, I didn’t really look in to it much.”

	“Have you been following the news?”

	“You mean about the war?”

	“About the congressional investigation?”

	“Oh. No, I honestly haven’t. I’ve been busy.”

	She cocked her head to the side, studying me with a disbelieving look. “You do realize I’m a special investigator working for the House Judiciary Committee, right? I report directly to Anthony Collins?”

	“Who?”

	“The special prosecutor the House appointed to investigate the Hanson administration.”

	“Oh, oh yeah, okay.”

	“Have you been living under a rock Sam?”

	“No, no,” I eyed the bar again for a moment. “Okay, so, yeah, Fred told me you’re a special prosecutor investigating the GSA.”

	“Uh-huh. So you know the director of the GSA.”

	“Well, yeah, I know her, we’ve met.”

	“You did a favor for her.”

	“It was pretty minor.”

	“Sam.” She leaned in a little closer. “Sam, there is something very wrong going on at that agency. I’m investigating a major case of corruption at a GSA run prison in upstate New York. I have evidence that the warden is stealing from the inmates and illegally contracting out their labor for personal profit.”

	“You have evidence of this?”

	“So, no, I don’t really have evidence. I saw some files that belonged to Deputy Director Caldwell, right after he died, that implied the GSA was doing their own internal investigation.”

	“Well doesn’t that mean they have it under control?”

	“No, it means they’re covering it up.” By this point her demeanor had gone from coy to spunky. Exuberance spilled out of her like the zebra-print frills of her shirt.

	“So if you have, what, reasonable suspicion? Probable cause? Don’t you have enough to get a warrant?”

	“Not for the GSA because the Global Security Act makes them immune from regular investigations. So now I need permission from their own office to get in to the prison and check for myself.”

	I got the sudden impression that this was a woman who, as a young girl, read a lot of books about girl sleuths solving mysterious the incompetent adults could not handle, and that she had grown up wanting to solve those mysterious for real. Her initial severity was a front. This sudden insight into somebody was not the sort of thing I get often, and for a moment I was too enthralled by my own revelation to say anything.

	“Sam?”

	“Wait, what? You need their permission to investigate them?”

	“That’s how it works. I’ve been trying to get permission for several months now, but I keep getting passed off to different people. If you could get me straight to the director that would be a huge help.”

	“You want me to get you a meeting with Director Hemming?”

	“Could you?”

	I had to stop for a moment to actually consider this. “I don’t think I can, and I don’t think you would really want to meet her anyway.”

	“Why not?”

	“She freaks me out.”

	“I’m not afraid of her.”

	“You haven’t met her.” I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry, I don’t think I can help you anyway. She’ll just tell me to have you go through official channels.”

	“Could you at least try?”

	“I . . . I’ll think about it.”

	After Kate left I migrated over to the bar. Right away my bartender-owner friend came over. “Who was the girl you were talking to?”

	“Her? Nobody in particular. Friend of a friend.”

	“You sure? She wasn’t a health inspector was she?”

	“What? No, definitely not.”

	“Tell me you’re not bringing a health inspector in here.”

	“She is definitely not a health inspector, but it disturbs me you’re asking me this.”

	He stared at me, then laughed. “No, no, we’re up to code. It’s just the health inspector keeps stopping by to shake me down. The last thing I need is some new health inspector looking for an extra cut.” More laughing.

	I smiled at this as best I could. “I’m not sure if that disturbs me less than the thought of health code violations.”

	“Part of doing business nowadays. Just be glad you don’t live in Texas, they got rid of their health code altogether.”

	“I heard about that. How’s it working out for them?”

	He shrugged. “I haven’t heard any complaints.”

	 

	I was not quite sure what day it was when I met with Morgan. Life at that moment was still a haze of alcohol and work in terribly mixed proportions. It was autumn but felt like summer with another heat wave in the city. I was in my office, trying to put together a pointless status report on the Permanent Majority initiative. I felt like shit. Turning to the window and looking at my reflection I realized I looked like shit. I realized it had been a while since anybody berated me for looking like shit.

	I stumbled out to find my receptionist. “Is Cassie in?” I asked.

	“No, she hasn’t been in all week.”

	“Really?” I pulled out my mobile to call her.

	“I haven’t been able to get a hold of her either.”

	I was already making the call, but kept talking. “Really? Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“I did tell you, yesterday, as you were leaving.”

	“Oh.” I waited until the phone went to voicemail. “Has Rich heard from her?”

	“Rich hasn’t been either. Neither has Ernest.”

	“Seriously?” I turned back to my mobile to call my office manager.

	“I haven’t been able to get a hold of any of them.”

	I paused in mid-motion. “They haven’t been in all week?”

	“Nope. The last time I saw any of them was last Friday.”

	I went straight for my car and headed over to Cassie’s place in the market center adjacent to the blast zone. As the car pulled up I started to get out before it had even shifted itself into park, sending off a series of annoying beeps that I ignored.

	The front door of her little townhouse was open, with strands of police tape blocking the entrance. I rushed up to it, then stopped. I tried to look inside but it was dark, made all the darker by the bright day outside. I hesitated, stepping back to examine the whole front. There was no sign of damage. I stepped back up to the front entrance stoop and again hesitated.

	“She’s not there.”

	An older lady, the next door neighbor, was walking up to her own front door.

	I started toward her. “Do you know what happened?”

	“Federal police raided the place the other night.”

	“What?”

	“Federal police raided the place. Took her off.”

	“Why?”

	“Who knows? She’s probably one of those terrorists sending supplies to the secessionists out west. Wouldn’t surprise me, she always comes and goes at weird hours. What do you care?”

	“I’m, uh, I’m her boss. I was wondering why she wasn’t at work.”

	“Oh. Well, I’d be looking to hire, I don’t think you’ll be seeing her for a while. Plenty of people around here need jobs if you’re interested. Or my son-in-law, he’s good with . . .”

	I held up my hands. “That’s . . . thanks.”

	Rich lived not far north from there, in a high rise condo like the one I used to own. The security guard in the lobby told me a similar story about Global Security agents raiding the place the other night. Rich and his ‘husband’ (the guard spat out this word) were taken away, along with a couple other people.

	At the house north of DC where Ernest rented out the garage space I found the landlord couple more distraught than the other witnesses. They told me police had raided the whole house but ended up leaving with only Ernest himself.

	“He was always in there on his computer,” the wife said, “but he was just playing games whenever I went out there. I’m sure he wasn’t on the Xnet or helping out the traitors in California or anything.”

	“No,” her husband said, “he’s lived with us five, six years now, and I just can’t imagine him doing something like that.”

	“I wanted to call somebody he knew,” the wife said, “to tell them, but the police confiscated most of his things, including his computer, so I didn’t know. I managed to get hold of his mom in Oklahoma. I told her we were trying to find out what had happened to him, but . . .”

	“Can you find out what happened, Mr. Adder?”

	My face must have been ghost pale, standing in their dim little foyer, wan sunlight streaming in through small windows behind me. “I, um, I’m going to try.”

	I stumbled out of their house and looked up and down the street. It was one of those faceless neighborhoods that, like my brother’s, had become more cozy in the wake of the oil spike. There were a couple houses that looked abandoned themselves but had, in their front yards, a set of sprawling vegetable gardens. As I walked over to one I even saw the wire frame of a chicken coop peeking up from behind the fence. An empty lot, empty, it was clear, because the house there had burned down, was now a parking lot. A pickup truck there was being unloaded, having just returned from an errand run to some distant store.

	At the end of the block there was a convenience store with a bunch of hand-made signs out front that proclaimed it was now also a bar. Inside was a weird collection of tables and store displays. The counter still had a big cash register but was otherwise cleared to make bar space. There were only two other patrons in here, but they and the bartender all tried to expel me with grim stares. I walked across the patched linoleum floor and up to the bar.

	“It’s cash only my man,” the bartender said.

	I pulled out cash and slammed it on the bar. Slamming seemed like the right move here, but after doing so I wondered if it was just belligerent.

	The only thing they served was some form of Moonshine brewed out back. Trying it I realized I had at last descended to drinking paint thinner.

	“What brings you here?” the bartender asked.

	“I was looking for someone. Ernest Edison.”

	“The kid from up the street?”

	“Uh-huh. I’m his boss.”

	“No shit?” This got an instant change in demeanor. “You’re Ernest’s boss. That means you know the president, right?”

	“I, uh, yes I do.”

	“Damn. What the hell are you doing here man?”

	I took a swig of my drink, then took a moment to recover. “Like I said, I’m looking for Ernest.”

	“Well, man, if you know the president shouldn’t you know where he is?”

	“Unfortunately not.”

	“It was some GSA guys that took him away. I tell you though, they got the wrong man, there’s no way Ernest was a terrorist or sending money to the secessionist or anything. I’ve known him since he got here right after college. No way.”

	“I agree.” I finished my drink in one burning gulp, set the glass down, being careful not to slam this time, and gestured for another.

	“Hey man, on the house this time.” He refilled my glass. “Are you gonna talk to the president or, I don’t know, somebody, find out what happened to Ernest?”

	“I’m . . . yes, in fact, yes I am. Soon as . . .”

	I was interrupted by the arrival of the other two patrons at the bar. “This guy is gonna get Ernest back?”

	“He’s Ernest’s boss.”

	“I guess Ernest was pretty popular here, huh?” I said.

	“He helped out,” one of the patron’s said. “He was working, thanks to you I suppose, and he helped out with stuff, said you helped him make a run to Baltimore to pick up those relief boxes he shared. Some people around here have jobs and just stay in their own houses, don’t help out the neighborhood. Ernest would loan out money, help out, he was a good guy.”

	“You know what I bet this was,” the other patron, who seemed more appropriately called a drunk, said. “Some of these guys tried to kill the president. Probably some of them had something against Ernest and got him arrested. Bunch of liberal traitors in the government trying to bring down people like the president and Ernest who are just helping people out.”

	I nodded to this, then finished my drink. “Okay,” I said through the sting in my throat. “Okay, thank you gentlemen. I’m headed straight to the White House after this.”

	I did just that, arriving in the early afternoon. I marched through the halls and anterooms and straight to the Oval Office. Manny was right outside to intercept me.

	“I . . . wouldn’t, Sam.”

	“Why not? What’s going on?”

	“He doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

	“Who is he meeting with?”

	Manny shook his head. “He just asked not to be disturbed.”

	I was still burning from the moonshine. I glanced down at Manny’s hand, held out in front of me. With a flourish I brushed it aside. “Half my fucking staff has been arrested! The country’s going to shit. The president should be disturbed.”

	I pushed past and pulled open the door. Walking in I found once more there was low music playing in the Oval Office. This time it was ‘Debaser’ by The Pixies. Adam sat at his desk, bopping his head a little to the beat and writing in a spiral notebook.

	“Mr. President . . .” I started strong, walking toward the desk, but as I approached found that the burning, the placid drunkenness, were gone, replaced by a sudden, stark lucidity.

	Adam looked up at me with dead eyes. His face was sunken and unkept. He looked like I felt, and perhaps vice versa.

	“Sam! Glad you’re here, I want to run this past you.”

	“You . . . what?”

	“It’s an outline for what we should do in the post-war world. Here’s what I’m thinking. Okay, first off, we should flat out annex the Canadian provinces, except Quebec of course. No more dealing with these attempts to reform Canada or form a new Canada or create various unions, and the weird status they all have in the United Democracies. Just bring them all in, make them US states, easy, done.

	“Okay, then, with the secessionist states out west, I was noticing they’re really just rebellious territories. So we go ahead and form new states out of the loyal parts of the existing states, a la West Virginia. In this case Southern California, eastern Oregon, eastern Washington. The rest of it will become a US territory when it’s re-occupied, perhaps to become a new state later once we’re finished dealing with the various treasonous elements there.

	“As for New England, that should be a simple matter of declaring martial law and deploying the National Guard, once units come home from Asia. The courts will want to hash that out, but by the time it’s done, the reality on the ground will be those states will be back in line. Long term though it may be necessary to pass an amendment that corrects some of the ambiguity in the State’s Rights Amendment, but we can worry about that later.

	“Now, as for foreign affairs. I believe a major priority in the post-war world will be to isolate Europe. Obviously they are antagonistic to our goals and should be kept out of dealing with the United Democracies until such time as their politics and underlying culture have shifted to a more pro-universal freedom stance. After the totalitarian states in Russia and China, and the Arab League are all gone and those states become part of the United Democracies, we can begin to establish a unified front against the remaining autocrats in the world and isolate them as well, in particular isolate them from the world oil market, which we will dominate.”

	He flipped back and forth through his spiral notebook as he unleashed this torrent of ideas at me. There was no pause for either of us to take a breath. “So the last thing I need to figure out is the nature of the new world oil market. Obviously OPEC must be completely destroyed, to the extent it has not been already. This should be replaced by a single international oil market controlled by the United Democracies, for the exclusive benefit of our members. The United States would naturally play a key role in organizing and maintaining such a market.”

	He leaned down, his face just above the paper, and began writing again. I just stared for a few seconds, wondering if there was more, but the president was intent on his writing. I took a few steps backward without drawing his attention, then turned and exited the room, closing the door behind me.

	Outside Manny was staring as I emerged. “What happened?” he asked.

	My mind was swimming as I tried to form a response. At last I said, “the president has a plan.” Then I walked out of the White House.

	This time, upon getting to my car, I did not hesitate. I pulled up Kate Morgan’s number on my mobile and called right away.

	“Mr. Adder, hello.”

	“Ms. Morgan. I’ll get you in to meet with Director Hemming. But in return I need you to investigate something for me.”

	 

	The Global Security Agency made its headquarters in the old CIA building in Langley, Virginia, though the whole place was renovated with funds from Adam’s first presidential budget. I had never been there myself, in any iteration of the place. It was not easy to find. The auto-navigation on the car would not take us there, I had to take over manual driving, and then almost missed the turnoff. It was a small exit with some cryptic label that appeared to just turn off into a bit of parkland. Only after driving a ways from the freeway did we emerge from the maintained woods to find a sprawling building.

	The renovation made the place look like a giant gothic cathedral. It had rows of spires along the perimeter of the roof, gargoyles looking like dragon heads or Lovecraftian monsters, and a side courtyard overhung with flying buttresses.

	Armed guards stopped us at the gate. We were expected, but still went through a brief ordeal getting visitor badges. After that the guard pointed us to the main entrance and turned us loose.

	Inside the gothic theme continued in the lobby, with a vaulted roof and rows of candelabras mounted along the wall. These contained actual lit wax candles, supplementing the low lighting from a chandelier. The receptionist desk/guard station looked as though it had once been of the typical, modernist variety found in every office building, but then somebody had started glueing colored glass crystals to its front until they coated it like coral.

	“Has this place always looked like this?” I asked.

	“I’ve never been here before,” Kate said.

	“I thought you had been investigating these guys.”

	“I’ve never gotten access to their headquarters.”

	We waited in the lobby until some henchman of the director showed up to escort us to her office. We followed him deeper into the esoteric structure. The church theme became more pronounced beyond the lobby, taking on the gilded appearance of the Eastern Orthodox. The carpet had elaborate geometric patterns done in golds and reds, the walls were lined with what looked like medieval style paintings of saints, and even the roof had suns and stars and angels, again done in the style of a medieval tapestry.

	The elevator lobby had a golden seal showing Christ on the cross embedded in its black and white tile floor. The wallpaper opposite the elevators looked like somebody had taken an actual medieval tapestry and redone it in a more modern art style, making it look like a heavy metal album cover. It showed the beast of Babylon as a many headed lion-dragon chimera, fire and brimstone raining from the sky, some kind of industrial thresher/snow-blower of God’s wraith, sucking in people and spewing forth blood, and a lamb-headed figure sitting on a throne in the sky surrounded by angels with fiery swords and beams of light.

	The elevators themselves were standard issue, with generic carpet and no paintings. I don’t know what I expected from them.

	On the upper level we entered a literal maze. The halls were arranged to create what must have been an intentional labyrinthine layout. No intersection branched in more than two directions, no hallway ran for more than a few feet before rounding a corner, and if not for the labels next to them every door would have looked identical.

	Things that looked like wind chimes, with various dangling colored crystals or weird shaped metal spiral, hung at various corners throughout this level. I noticed words written high on the wall next to these, saying such things as ‘harmony,’ ‘energy,’ ‘peace,’ and ‘health.’

	“Hey,” I said to Kate as we passed by one particular door. She turned to see me pointing at the label next to it, which read ‘Astrology Department.’ I fixed her with a confused look. All she could do was shrug and move on, and then all I could do was the same. After that I did not even blink when I passed a similar sign that read ‘Mentalism Department.’

	We arrived at last at the big central office of Director Hemming. It had its own outer office, styled with earth-tone carpets and artwork, paintings of elves and wood fairies and dragons, and a personal secretary, who asked us to wait.

	“Are you sure you don’t just want to ask her about your friends directly?” Kate asked me in a low voice.

	“I thought of that and tried it already. She told me open investigations were matters of national security, which is exactly what I knew she would say. So I negotiated from there down to this meeting.”

	“That’s a smart move.”

	“The director is a very rational person. At least, that’s what I thought before I saw this place. Now I don’t know what to think.”

	Hemming emerged from her inner office to greet us and invite us in. She was as unnerving as ever, perhaps more so here in this shrine of a headquarters she had created. Her office had a wide window behind her looking down on a courtyard, a desk too big to be practical, and a saucer that contained a lit incense candle.

	As we sat down in front of the giant desk I decided to let Kate do the talking.

	“Sam,” the director said. “I’m sorry again I couldn’t help you with your staff. Unfortunately all our arrests are to remain classified. I’m sure it’ll all work itself out.”

	“Did you actually look up any information on them yourself?”

	She shook her head. “No, I thought it would be best if I didn’t.”

	I nodded and gestured to Kate.

	The special investigator was right up front with Hemming, explaining who she was, who she worked for, and what she was investigating. She did keep her sources undisclosed, never mentioning the documents from Caldwell she had somehow seen that started her on this search.

	“I’m sorry you had to come to me through unofficial channels, but I’m glad you brought this to my attention. The Global Security Agency is the front line in defending against crime and terrorism, so I insist my people be above reproach.”

	“Were you aware of an internal investigation into these matters?” Kate asked.

	“No I was not. Deputy Caldwell handled a lot of what was happening in New York, so I suspect he was. Unfortunately ever since he was killed I’ve had to deal with all of his work and on top of that struggle to find a competent replacement.”

	“So you don’t know if the internal investigation was even ever completed.”

	“If it had been I would have been informed. Of course I intend to look it to it myself, but in the meantime Ms. Morgan you will have my full cooperation in this matter.”

	“Really?”

	I cringed, both at Kate’s surprise and at her impolitic question after being handed what she came here for.

	“The rules of this agency exist for a reason. I don’t bend them for anybody, including myself and people I know personally. I can’t help Sam find his staff, I could not help my brother when his son was arrested, and I will not shield any of my underlings if they are committing crimes themselves. By all means proceed with your investigation.”

	 

	It was with a certain strange glee that the news streams reported on the riots in Hollywood. Contemplating this further I realized it was not so strange. This might have been the most sensational story of all time. It had everything. Warfare. State secessionists and treason. Celebrities. Comeuppance. Mansions getting destroyed. An apocalyptic war virus.

	Watching more than an intro clip of any report on any news stream revealed the story did not have a lot of these things, at least not as implied. The bare facts seemed to be that police and Global Security agents and elements of the 101st Airborne were engaging pro-secessionist ‘rebels’ in Hollywood hills. Somehow some of the fighting had spilled over into some iconic LA landmarks, as well as into neighborhoods of mansions belonging to movie stars and rock stars and entertainment big shots. I suppose there was some schadenfreude at seeing those expensive houses get shot up or blown up or lit ablaze. There was also the added irony, after so many disaster movies blowing up so many famous American landmarks, of seeing so much of the actual, literal Hollywood get blown up.

	Some of the news streams gave unconfirmed reports of this or that actor or musician falling in with the insurgents. The notion in most cases was that these celebrities had used their money to help fund the rebels, because in Hollywood treason is cool, except now these ‘thugs’ were using the celebrity homes as bases of operation and thus drawing military firepower down on the expensive mansions. The news anchors were reticent to laugh outright, but I am sure at least one chortled at this outcome.

	A few other news streams reported that the celebrities had thrown in with the rebels in full, to the point of taking up arms because they thought they were action stars and could fight in a real war. The point being they would soon get their comeuppance when the real soldiers pulverized them.

	I watched a bunch of these vacuous segments on celebrities-playing-war because I was searching for some news on the detail of the most interest to me: the war virus. I recalled the rumor I had heard about the Pentagon coup plotters being motivated because of fear about Adam ordering the unleash of such a virus. I wondered if this was real, if this was what Fred had learned but never wanted to speak about, instead setting himself on a course to kill Adam rather than let this war virus be unleashed.

	All I could find was a single report, filed by APOnline and re-posted through various other streams. It claimed the military was preparing to cordon off the areas occupied by these rebels so that they could dust it with some new biological weapon. No details on what the weapon was or did, or any commentary on the practicality or consequences of such a move. There was also no primary source, not even a ‘Pentagon officials’ say. There were no follow ups, no reports on the effect of this new weapon, which by now would have already been used, if the initial report was true. It was just one unsourced report being echoed across the media. It made the whole thing seem like a conspiracy theory or baseless internet rumor. Yet I could not stop dwelling on it.

	I realized to get the real story I had to gather my wits and make a trip to the White House, a task I could not bear to face. I looked at myself and realized I was still in my pajamas. I felt my face, at the long splotchy beard that could never fill it to any kind of sexy stubble. My hand shook as I moved it away from my face. I looked beyond it to see the half-empty bottle of scotch on the coffee table.

	A sudden moment of frustration, at myself more then anything, surged over me, a red, blinding blast of testosterone. “God fucking damn it,” I said out loud, then grabbed the bottle and hurled it against a wall with enough force to shatter the thick glass. It splashed down onto some still packed cardboard boxes, and then was silent.

	I looked around at my apartment like I was seeing it for the first time in daylight, as if I had been unaware of its awful state because I only ever stumbled through it in the dark. Stacks of junk covering every surface, boxes blocking walkways, a kitchen filled with dirty dishes and roaches. I resolved I was not going to drink again until I found out what had happened to Cassie and the rest of my missing staff.

	 

	I spent the closing days of the epic decade that had been the 2030's holed up in my apartment. I had not been in to work in weeks, living off a stockpile of canned food, nor driven my car or ventured forth for any reason.

	Online the news was flooded with two interlocking stories: the outbreak of some new viral strain in northern China and the launching of a new offensive called Operation Winter Wind.

	The Pentagon and White House both denied any knowledge or involvement with the virus that was sometimes labeled ‘epitosis,’ sometimes Genetic Toxin Virus (GTV), sometimes some funky Chinese word meaning ‘red mask.’ I saw Dr. Graham in a press conference state, “we are monitoring this outbreak, uh-huh, yes, the president is monitoring it and the CDC is monitoring the situation and, please, hold on guys, let me finish, the United States has already been screening travelers from the far east for a few years now because of the ongoing conflict, as we will continue to do so, and we will be deploying within the next day, we will be deploying a new test as part of that screening that will look for GTV. So there is no need for alarm, no need to panic, the president is asking the American people to continue to go about their normal lives.”

	A European news stream put the total infected worldwide at around a thousand, concentrated in Manchuria but with a dozen cases popping up elsewhere in China, in Russia, in Southern Asia, and even Mexico City. The pictures I found of infected people did not quite look human. Red mask got its name from the overlapping red pustules that broke out all over the victim’s face and head, and much of the rest of the body as well. I read a synopsis on one news stream detailing how the virus killed hair follicles and these sites in the skin became the epicenters for the inflamed red pustules. From there it went on to destroy other things embedded in the skin, such as sweat glands and nerve endings, though not the skin itself.

	Again I wondered if this really was our fault, if this was a war virus Adam, in desperation, had ordered to be used, that Fred had tried to stop.

	Adam, jubilant as Operation Winter Wind met with some success in its advance into Manchuria, held a big New Year’s Eve party that year, but I made an excuse to avoid going. I still could not bear to face him.

	Two weeks into the new decade I got a call from Kate Morgan.

	“Sam, I have a lead.”

	“A lead?”

	“I don’t want to talk about it on the phone.”

	“Really?”

	“I’m texting you an address. Meet me there in an hour.”

	She hung up. Then texted me.

	I found myself at an abandoned McDonald’s just off the Beltway. There were no cars in the parking lot as I pulled in, but I saw a figure inside poke up and wave at me.

	I made my way inside. The place had been abandoned for some time, though there were no official signs or fences or locks. The cheery paintings of clowns on the walls made the whole scene creepy.

	Kate stood near the front, as if waiting to order. I walked over to stand next to her.

	“Playing detective is fun and all,” I said, “but what are we doing here?”

	“Sam.” She looked straight at me. It was overcast outside and lightless in here, so it was not until I was this close and staring right at her that I saw the dread in her eyes. “Sam, I’ve had a breakthrough in my investigation.”

	“Good. But why are we talking about it here?”

	“Because I don’t have any evidence.”

	“Does that really count as a breakthrough then?”

	“I had evidence. I mean, I had witnesses. Except they’re all dead.”

	“That’s ominous.”

	“They died right before I could interview them on the record,” Kate leaned in and lowered her voice, despite out location, “but they were set to blow the whole corruption at Mirkwood wide open.”

	“Mirkwood?”

	“That’s the GSA prison in upstate New York.”

	“Of course it is. So what, do we need to go back to Director Hemming?”

	“No, we can’t go back to her.”

	“Why not?”

	“She’s involved.”

	From a pocket Kate produced a folded piece of paper. “This is a memo I got a hold of, from the Director herself.”

	I glanced down at the paper, but it was too dark in here to read. “Well, okay, but why are we meeting then?”

	“Some of the evidence I’ve found points to where your staff may have ended up.”

	My whole perspective on this meeting took a vertigo-inducing shift. “Okay.”

	“I’m gonna need your help though.”

	“Of course. What do you need?”

	“So, there’s another GSA prison, like Mirkwood, except it’s out in West Texas.” By now she was talking louder and faster, as if rushing to get everything out. “It’s called Arcadia. I have reason to believe this one’s connected to the Permanent Majority initiative.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“The Permanent Majority initiative. You are involved with that, right?”

	“I am, well, yes, I’m a subcontractor for the Nationalist party on that, well, program, whatever,” I found my mind swimming as I struggled to grasp just what was happening here. “How is that connected to a GSA prison?”

	“That’s what I want to find out. I need to get inside Camp Arcadia.”

	“Except you need Director Hemming’s permission.”

	“No, there’s a better scheme. You have access.”

	“Why would I have access?”

	“Because you’re part of the Permanent Majority initiative,” she almost jumped a little with excitement. “All the major people on that program were given access. If you show your national ID card at the gate, we can get badges and get access.”

	“Why would I have been given access? I’m not a major person on this program, and I didn’t even know this prison existed before today.”

	“I don’t know why it works that way. I bet it’s some weird federal bureaucracy mix up, but I’m sure you can get access. You’re listed as a principle on some of Director Hemming’s memos.”

	I took a glance down at the paper I was still holding in the dark. “Even if I’m on some approved list, you think they’ll just let us in.”

	“We’ll tell them it’s a surprise inspection.”

	“Seriously? Your plan is to con our way into a federal prison?”

	“I don’t know what else to do, Sam.” Anticipation and desperation mixed in her voice in weird proportions. “The Senate is blocking my boss from getting more funds, or from getting an expanded search warrant on the GSA. All my witnesses at Mirkwood have ended up dead. We can’t trust Director Hemming. Could you maybe go directly to the president himself?”

	“Yeah, uh, no, that’s also not a good plan. God, when did my life become so insane?”

	“I’m sorry to drag you into this Sam, but I don’t know how else we can find your missing staff and figure out what the GSA is trying to cover up.”

	I glanced around at the desolate building, at the empty cash register spot and the still intact overhead menu. “Yeah, okay, fuck. Why not? So we have to go to West Texas, huh?”

	“It’s maybe a hundred miles south of Midland. Approximately. We can get bus tickets just down the block from here.”

	“You were planning on taking a cross-country bus?”

	“I can’t afford plane tickets on the budget they gave me.”

	“Don’t they give you a car?”

	“No,” she said. “I was using my own, but it broke down and I can’t afford to replace it.”

	“Another well paid public servant. Why don’t we take my car?”

	“That’s a lot of gas. I couldn’t reimburse you for it.”

	“It’s electric. I’ll survive.”

	“Okay then,” she perked up again, “if you’re okay with that. We should head out right away.”

	“I’ll need to swing back home to grab some things.”

	“That may not be safe.”

	“Seriously?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t know if anybody has been following me or what. My witnesses all mysteriously died.”

	“Fuck, right. Okay then, if that’s the case, let’s get the hell out of here.”

	 

	It was a three day car trip, even with a self-driving car, out to Texas. The delays came from a combination of sources. The smallest but most pernicious were the constant detours. As we went we kept encountering bridges or overpasses that had collapsed. The auto-navigation did not always know which way to go from there. On a newer model car I would have been forced to start setting manual waypoints to force it down roads it did not think existed. Instead I just took over manual driving. Either way it added hours as we tooled around back roads trying to maneuver back to the interstate.

	It was not until we were across the state of Virginia that I got around to pulling the Hemming memo Kate gave me out of my pocket and reading it over. It was a brief, odd document. It quoted from The Torchbearer, stating that liberalism is a ‘dangerous mental disease’ and must be treated as such, lest its effects weaken or even cripple the nation during the upcoming struggle. Upon reading that I looked up to note the memo was dated February 3, 2037, not long after the State of the Union speech in which Adam started making the case for military action against Russia.

	Reading further I found it made mention of the Permanent Majority initiative and what it called a ‘general sorting.’ ‘The isolation of liberalism to a few states where its damage can be minimized is a strong first step.’ In this context it mentioned three new facilities, Mirkwood in New York, Arcadia in Texas, and Arborlon in Nevada. It was not clear in the memo if Hemming was ordering these facilities built or announcing they were built and ready to be put to use.

	“So, uh . . .” I held up the memo to Kate. “What exactly is this all about?”

	“That’s what I’m hoping to find out.”

	By that evening we were entering Tennessee and beginning to encounter a different series of delays. The endless detours had us moving on smaller roads through smaller towns. These communities had at some point realized they were seeing increased traffic and elected to take advantage. Several times we started to come in to town only to run into a sheriff roadblock. Local police would surround us as some deputy came up to tap on my window.

	Each time this happened was frightening. What these guys wanted was a toll, that was obvious, and each time I was worried that would be the conventional highway robbery style toll of everything we had on us, including the car, right before we got shot and dumped in a ditch. In at least one case I think that would have happened, but Kate flashed some sort of ID with the letters GSA on it, probably some pass she got while investigating the New York prison, and that particular group of cops let us go.

	For most of these towns what we got was just some police officer talking about how hard hit the local community had been by the recession and with their boys off at war and the state not giving them any money so they were trying to raise funds for this and that worthy cause and civic goal and help us upkeep our town roads since you’re using them, if you could find it in your heart.

	These were the nicest shakedowns I’d ever been involved with, for sure. Still, in each little town we passed through we had to stop so I could find an ATM and withdraw money to drop a donation at the next little town.

	We spent the night in Knoxville, which was about the least dilapidated place we had seen since leaving DC. The next morning, while we ate breakfast, I got online and found breaking news overnight from Asia. Over the course of the day that was just ending in China a force of enemy drones, both ground and air-based, had launched a massive counterattack against the American forces pushing toward Beijing. American drone forces withdrew back across the Yalu River. The dust storms that had abated the air war at the beginning of Operation Winter Wind were also gone, and as such the Chinese air force was pounding the invaders with impunity.

	“Right now the president is shouting at some general to have his troops hold their ground,” I told Kate.

	“Why, exactly?”

	“Well, to press on, to win the war.”

	“I meant, why press on? Why keep fighting this war at all?”

	“Well, because, defeating China is the only way to defeat Russia, and he has to conquer Russia in order to secure total control of the world oil markets. If he concedes that then he concedes America being able to finance itself with petrodollars and our current economic . . . condition gets way worse.” I tapped a finger on the table in thought, then looked up at her.

	“So we’re fighting this war for money?” she asked.

	“It’s . . . yeah. It seemed way more reasonable until I said it all out loud there just now.”

	Our second and third days on the road we encountered a new problem, in addition to the others, when we passed through some larger cities. When the Trickle Down Act gave states the ability to create special economic zones, Virginia and the states of the upper Midwest had all done so in block size increments, forming little regulation free enclaves. Southern states, in contrast, made their’s city sized. Nashville and Memphis and Little Rock and Dallas were each an industrial behemoth.

	Entering each city we first passed through an outer ghetto ring. Looking out from the highway I saw sprawls of dilapidation, car husks, burnt out houses, toppled power lines or relay towers, brick walls and barbed wire and foxholes around larger buildings, and a lot of people carrying rifles.

	I got a lot of time to look at all this because just outside the city the highway traffic came to a stop. We were backed up at a checkpoint entering the special economic zone of the city proper. Kate wondered if we might just loop around the city by getting off the interstate, but I nixed this thought before we could consider it.

	Global Security personnel manned the checkpoints. They looked at our IDs and asked us a bunch of questions about who we were and where we were going. Despite my trepidations we gave them the same story we planned to use at the prison: that we were going out to inspect a GSA facility on behalf of the president himself. More than once I flashed some pictures on my mobile of me with the president that gave our story all the credence it needed.

	“What are you looking for, exactly?” Kate asked the agent outside Memphis. I cringed.

	“Just making sure nobody’s trying to pick up supplies to transport to the secessionists ma’am.” He gestured for us to move along.

	Within the checkpoints the cities were masses of black buildings. Waterfronts in these cities were marked by the iconic, conical cooling towers of nuclear power plants, while the skyline was scattered with smokestacks from smaller coal plants. I saw some areas of ‘Stacks,’ where trailers were piled atop each other with rickety metal scaffolding to create low-cost high-rise housing. In some downtown areas there were precarious metal or wood frames and odd collections of scrap tacked on to the lower levels of high-rise towers, like a growing tree fungus. I assumed people put these up as a place to live when they could not find other space and did not want to leave the city zone.

	On the third day of this trip, just after getting on to the open road west of Dallas, we heard a news bulletin on the radio that mentioned another delay of the Iowa caucuses and the start of the Democratic presidential primary. The only state holding a primary for sure was New Hampshire, and their situation was complicated by their current, undefined legal status.

	“So who’s going to win the election this year?” Kate asked me.

	“Damned if I know.”

	“I thought you were the expert. Didn’t you predict President Browning couldn’t win?”

	“Anybody could have predicted that, I just had some numbers to make it believable. You want to know the honest truth? Since this whole secession thing broke out I have been struggling to get usable data. I don’t trust any of the polls we’ve done in the past six months, on any subject.”

	“What makes it so hard?”

	“This stuff.” I gestured behind us, meaning the snarl we had just passed in Dallas. “Checkpoints. People moving to live in trailer house stacks and converted shopping malls. Rioting in Des Moines, like they were just talking about.”

	“Why does that make it so hard?”

	“Are you kidding me? The country is coming apart. My job is difficult enough when people move and my database of contact information becomes out of date. We’ve got people nowadays living off the grid, becoming nomads wandering around looking for work, setting up isolated little cul-de-sac communities with no mailing addresses or internet access. Add it riots and secessionists and infrastructure breakdown and . . . my God.”

	“The whole country is in upheaval.”

	 “To put it mildly.”

	By the middle of the afternoon we were in Midland, Texas. Like Knoxville it seemed too small to be a special economic zone but too big to have devolved into a Stephen King nightmare.

	After Midland our trail became murkier. Kate claimed to know where we needed to go, but it did not exist on any map. We ended up setting course for a mile marker on interstate ten and making our way there via state roads that degenerated to complete rubble at some points. In frustration I ended up taking manual control and drove us at last to where Kate thought we needed to be.

	Right where she said, out in the middle of the desert, a road branched off from our highway. It was unlabeled, absent from any map, and had newer pavement that the highway we were on. I turned us down this road and raced along an uninterrupted flat.

	Crossing over some hills we came up behind a convoy of grey busses. I slowed down and fell in behind them.

	“This looks promising,” Kate said.

	The road came to an end at a little town, little enough that it might better be called a rest stop. A dozen buildings lined the road, with a scattering of mobile homes beyond these on either side. I continued following the busses, which drove on to where the road came to a true, final end at a manned gateway to some kind of outpost on the hill above town.

	A big sign in the middle of the circular drive, right in front of the gate, declared ‘Welcome to Arcadia.’

	“I’d say this is it,” Kate said.

	All of the busses, as they came around, moved through a ‘bus only’ gate on the right. Armed guards watched them go, then signaled us to what looked like the main entrance. I pulled up next to the little guard post with the lowered gate arm in front of us.

	Bracing my hands on the wheel I took a deep breath and glanced over at Kate. I gave her a single nod, which she returned. Then I rolled down my window.

	Another armed guard was standing right next to the car. Like his fellows I saw he was wearing a blue uniform and a flak vest, both with the GSA logo on them.

	“What can I do for you folks today?”

	I showed him my national ID. “My name is Samuel Adder, this is my associate, Kate Morgan, we’re here as part of a surprise inspection of this facility.”

	He seemed nonplused. “I haven’t heard anything about a surprise inspection.”

	“Well of course not, then it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?”

	This seemed to catch him off guard. He eyed me, then pulled a little scanning device off a holster in his belt and scanned my ID. “I’ll need to see yours as well ma’am.”

	Without comment Kate passed over her own card. A moment later the guard was getting data up on his little mobile device. “Well, Mr. Adder, you are on the approved list. If I could have you just pull around over here.” He pointed me to a building just inside the gate. “Go right inside there, the folks there will get you all set up.”

	So with that I drove into Arcadia. “This does not feel like a prison,” I said. “It’s more like a military base.”

	“It’s very similar to what I found at Mirkwood.”

	The building we were sent to was best described as a large shack. Within its single room was a couch and a little office formed by cubicle walls. A torpid guard manning the office took our ID cards and scanned them just as the gate guard had.

	“Is there an issue here,” I asked. “I’d like to get moving.”

	“Why did you say you were here again?”

	“This is an outside inspection.”

	“Normally as security chief I get informed of inspections.”

	“This isn’t an internal inspection. I report directly to President Hanson. He wanted this to be a surprise visit.”

	He gave me a skeptical glance. “Well, Mr., uh, Adder. You are on the list so I can issue you a badge, but, uh, Ms. Morgan, you do not appear on the access list.”

	“Oh, of course,” I did my best to sound perturbed. “Freakin’ typical. Alright, what can you do?”

	“Well, uh, sir, I can’t let someone on the base unless . . .”

	“Oh for God’s sake.”

	“I’m sorry sir, it’s the rules.”

	“Jesus Christ. Okay, start getting me a badge, but I’m writing this up as my first finding.” I already had a notebook, actually Kate’s notebook, in my hands and pulled up a blank document on its screen.

	“Sir, I can’t . . .”

	“The president hates wasteful bureaucracy, he’ll want to know about this,” I began saying aloud what I was typing. “Assistant, not, in, system. Stopped, by, bureaucrat, at, front, gate. Entire, visit, reduced . . .”

	“Sir, do you really know the president?”

	He asked the question like he was about to catch me in an exaggeration. For a moment I felt a surge of zeal at my readied response. I took my mobile and flashed straight to the picture of Adam and myself, arms over each other’s shoulders, in front of the great fireplace in the Eyrie, and showed it to him.

	“Oh,” he said. “Um . . .”

	“So anyway.” I put the picture away and turned back to the notebook.

	“Well, uh, sir, I could issue your assistant a guest badge. That’s, uh, escort required, so she would have to stay with you or somebody.”

	“Well . . . okay. Yeah, that works. Actually, I like that, good thinking.” I looked back down at the notebook and typed some more while the security head, now smiling, disappeared back into his little cubicle.

	A solid twenty minutes later he had taken photos of both of us with a little camera mounted on his desk, filled out dozens of screens of forms, and printed out a set of laminated access badges with those same photos. Looking at mine just made me realize how much younger I looked in my equivalent White House badge.

	“Thank you sir,” Kate said, and started to leave.

	“Um, so . . . The warden is going to be over here in just a few minutes. He can give you the grand tour . . .”

	“Tell the warden to catch up with us,” I said. “We’re here for an inspection, not a tour.”

	With that we both walked back out to the car.

	“Do you think I overdid it back there?” I asked as I started a slow cruise away from the entrance gate, along what appeared to be the central avenue of this base.

	“No, that was perfect. But maybe we should meet with the warden. I don’t want to get on his bad side.”

	“Should I turn back?”

	“He’s probably coming from the administrative building, right here.” She pointed to a long, two story structure on the right side.

	“How do you know that’s the administrative building?”

	“Because it looks like the one at Mirkwood.”

	I pulled up in an angled parking spot in front of this building. As we were getting out a tall, heavy-set man in a black suit rushed out of the front door. He started toward another car, but then spotted us and came to a halt.

	“Um.” He looked between us. “Mr. Adder?”

	“I am Sam Adder, yes. My assistant, Ms. Morgan.”

	He rushed over to shake our hands. “Mr. Adder, good to meet you. Jonathan Havoc, chief warden here at Arcadia. Did, um,” he paused to study my face, “I’ve heard of you. Aren’t you a pollster for the president?”

	A giant dread seemed to land on top of me. For a moment I was silent, all my strength exerted in preventing my knees from buckling. “I am a political advisor to the president, in several different capacities.”

	“Ahh.” He smiled. “You must know Director Hemming then?”

	“I in fact do.”

	“Quite the character, isn’t she?”

	Internally I cringed a little. “Yes, she is a unique one. You’ve met her yourself?”

	“Of course, I report directly to her.”

	“Interesting.”

	“Ever since Deputy Caldwell was killed, that is. Such a tragedy, really great man. Director Hemming took direct charge of the Permanent Majority initiative after that.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Well anyway, why don’t we get started, I can show you . . .” He started to turn back toward the administrative building.

	“Actually, warden,” Kate said. “I’d like to know, what are these buildings here?”

	She pointed across the road, to what looked like a grid work of small box shaped buildings with fields of solar panels on their roofs.

	“Those are the workshops. We can start there if . . .”

	“And then those buildings?” Kate pointed further down the road, where the workshops gave way to a different grid, the buildings smaller and squatter and packed in closer to each other.

	“Well, those are quarters. If we . . .”

	“Uh-huh, and then down there.” Again she shifted her outstretched arm further afield. At the far end of this road was a cluster of five towers, the tallest buildings around other than a nearby water tower. These tall buildings had an odd look, like they were MC Esher shapes.

	“Those are the maximum security cells where . . .”

	“That’s where I’d like to start.”

	I looked at Kate. I wanted to ask a bunch of questions but instead gave a concise nod to the warden.

	“Sure,” he said. “Let’s take a cart.”

	He showed us to a little electric cart and we took off down the road. As we went I stared off to our left, at the grid of buildings. I saw people in orange suits moving between them, as well as small, armored drones, their tank treads just the right width for the walkways.

	At the end of the road was a chain link fence with razor wire and a single-person sized gate. Up close I could now see these towers looked odd because their sides were just bars. It looked like all the cells were exposed to the exterior.

	Inside was an open atrium. Walkways on each level lined a hollow interior open to the sky. “Cell block A here,” the warden said, “is where we keep our most important prisoners. Some of them were transferred here from our New York facility a few years ago as part of their reorganization.”

	I shot a glance at Kate, but she kept her face stoic. The warden led us to a stairwell enclosed in metal grating and we started climbing.

	“There’s no elevator?” I asked.

	“No need. Guards monitor the place through cameras. We have little drones that use a mini-lift to deliver the daily ration.”

	He took us up to the fifth floor. “Top floor is empty at the moment, but we can visit there too if you like.”

	Up here I gained a new appreciation for the shitiness of this prison setup. All of the cells had no walls, just bars, leaving them exposed to all elements. On a nice day like this that was fine, but on a sweltering summer day or one of our bleak past winters the prisoners would have been miserable.

	We started to walk around the circuit. I forced myself to look in to the cells. It looked like most were unoccupied, but those that were contained some of the saddest figures I’ve ever seen. Emaciated bodies left them little more than skeletons stuffed in ratty, oversized prison suits. They lay or sat on cots with all the motion of the dead. As we walked one or two would turn in slow motion to look at us with hollow expressions.

	As we rounded a corner to the back, northern side, I stopped short, no longer hearing the warden going on about security measures. He and Kate both noticed I’d stopped, and turned around.

	I moved to stand in front of a couple of occupied cells. In both cases figures sat on cots at the back, staring without expression at me. Both were almost unrecognizable, their stout, hefty frames shrunk to nothing, their hair unkept and ratty. Yet there they were.

	“Erica,” I said, looking at Erica Roland. “Greg.” The one time presidential candidate, Greg Smith, inclined his head just a little in recognition.

	I said nothing more for a moment, thinking they might reply, but they just continued to fix me with passive, uncaring stares.

	“I thought you guys were in jail.”

	Now they became a little more active, glancing at each other. “We are in jail you idiot!” Greg blurted. His voice was raspy but I still recognized it, the voice that had made lewd comments about my wife the day we met.

	“I meant, I . . .” What the fuck did I mean? I turned to the warden. “Are these two your most high profile prisoners?”

	“Um . . . yeah, I’d say them, and former House Speaker Michael Erickson, over here.”

	I recalled the whole coup attempt that had involved almost getting shot myself near Aspen. I realized, in the rush of Adam becoming president and the upcoming midterms, I had never really followed what happened to all the conspirators.

	I became aware of a motion near me. I jumped a little as I spun to see Roland had gotten to her feet. She now stood leaning on the bars at the front of her cell.

	“Sam.”

	I just stared at her, unable to summon words.

	“Sam, you know we’re innocent, don’t you? You finally figured it out.”

	“I . . .”

	“We were his rivals. We were the ones who would have put brakes on his madness.”

	“You would have?”

	“Would any of us have started world war three?”

	“It’s true,” Greg said, still sitting on his cot. “I was too moderate. Erica was too committed to populism. He had to get us out of the way.”

	“Warden?” Kate said. I turned to see she had wandered a little ways down, to where the line of cells was interrupted at one corner of the tower, allowing an unimpeded view north. Even looking through the bars I could see what she was staring at. The north end of this prison was marked by a hill with a long ridge line. From beyond this there was a pillar of black smoke rising. “What is that over there?”

	“That’s in-processing.”

	There was a long pause. Then Kate said, “can we see it?”

	“Of course. This way.”

	He directed her further along to another stairwell. I moved to catch up.

	“Sam,” Erica said.

	I turned back to her. She raised one hand and flipped me off, a single, bony, stubby finger emerging from a hard club of a fist. Her stare though was less malice, more an effort to summon contempt. Without waiting for a reply she turned back to her cot. I headed after the others.

	Outside the prison towers we returned to the little electric cart and headed back up the main road. On the north side, next to the administrative building, was another long structure the warden declared to be ‘the warehouse.’

	The interior was not what I expected. It appeared the whole building enclosed a single, vast, cavernous space. Within people in orange prison suits were sorting objects into giant piles. Right next to me was a mountain of shirts, and just beyond that an even taller one of jeans. Next to one wall I saw tables lined with watches, others lined with mobiles, and further down more covered in jewelry.

	All of the stuff seemed to be arriving in plastic, sealable bins. There were stacks of them against the far wall, and workers took individual bins from this stack to open, spill out, and start sorting into the appropriate piles.

	The warden led us past all this to an exit on the opposite side. Through a wide doorway we entered a concrete passageway lit with bare bulbs. Heading down this we were passed by another electric cart, this one with a cargo bed filled with more of the plastic bins.

	The end of the tunnel looked a ways off, but we stopped at perhaps the middle, where a side alcove led to a spiral stairway upward. Climbing up this, and losing my breath in the process, we emerged into a security center.

	This cramped room was lined with workstations, at which guards watched camera feeds, noting things that got flagged for their attention by monitoring AI. Three walls were covered with banks of screens, while the fourth was a window. I went over to this. It seemed we were atop the hill I had seen from the prison tower.

	Beyond this, I now saw, the complex continued. There was a parking lot where the busses we followed were now parked. People were still being unloaded, one bus at a time, with guards watching and scanning IDs from each person as they came out. The people were taken to another long building, this one painted white and with plenty of front windows, along with some grass and trees in front to give it a nice facade. From where I stood this contrasted in an odd way with the back side of the building, which looked like it was buried by a tall dirt mound, lower and perpendicular to the one we stood upon. I saw the column of black smoke again as well, coming from beyond this lower dirt mound.

	The warden pointed out the monitors where we could see the whole process in the building interior. Inside the people emerged into a large, crowded waiting area. It looked like an airport, with rows of bolted down seats and hundreds of people, some separate, some in small groups, some clustered together in various family units. Looking around I could not see any young children, though there were some that looked to be early teenagers present.

	I realized, watching different monitors, that the people were subdivided among about half a dozen waiting areas. There were ‘Now Serving’ signs up front, with three-digit displays beneath them. A bell ring accompanied the upward tick of this number, which prompted some individual to come forward and get directed by a guard through some double doors and down a hallway.

	Continuing us along, the warden pointed to a series of monitors showing the rooms these people were directed into. They looked like examination rooms, complete with a doctor and nurse in each. I watched on the monitors as the people sent in were required to undress, placing all their clothes, jewelry, and other belongings in sealable plastic bins. Then they were placed on something that looked like an MRI scanner, a giant cylinder into which they were moved on a flat plank.

	I stepped up to look a little closer. Prior to being moved into the MRI, or whatever it was, each person, now in their underwear, was strapped down, across their body and legs, and had some strange device affixed around their forehead.

	“What are those things?” I asked, pointing to a monitor.

	The warden stared at me for a moment as if he had not heard. “We call them multi-scanners.”

	“Multi-scanners?”

	“That’s what we tell them. Like, a combination MRI and X-ray and other stuff. We tell them it’s a scan to determine their overall health.”

	“What is that you’re putting on their heads?” Kate asked.

	Again that deliberate pause. “We like to call those stingers,” he said with a smile.

	I had already noticed that there was no set of monitors showing the stage after this scanning room. Instead the security center came to an end with a door. Without thinking I stepped forward and opened it. It led outside to a short stairway.

	I was facing west, toward the lower dirt mound and the black smoke column beyond. I descended the stairs, to the rocky, loose dirt of the hillside. I kept moving forward, almost unaware of somebody saying something behind me.

	At a quickening pace I moved along the top of that hill, then started angling off. I got past the lower mound, the one that buried the back half of this ‘in-processing’ center, and got a look at the field beyond.

	By this point I was moving at a full out run, for reasons I could not quite explain. I got all the way off the hill, down to the flat field. In front of me I saw the source of the black smoke, but kept running toward it, as if hoping once I got closer it would resolve better and be revealed as something other than what I thought it was.

	At last I stopped. In the dirt mound at the back of the processing center were buried a series of pipes that emerged out here, and in turn emerging from each pipe was a slow rolling conveyer belt, supported by flimsy looking trusses with solar panels set along the side. Conveyers led to other conveyers, rolling across the flat plain, until they came to a set of upward tilted, cantilevered conveyors that stretched out over a giant trench a few yards in front of me.

	Within the trench, forming a series of peaks centered below each conveyer belt, was a giant pile of human bodies. All of them were on fire.

	I watched as another body rolled along the conveyer nearest me. It flopped along at a languid pace, going through rag doll jerking motions as it crossed the transitions between conveyer belts. I watched it ascend out over the trench and then drop and cascade down the growing pile.

	For far too long I stared into that abyss. I realized my face and skin were growing hot from the flames. I looked further around.

	There was an autonomous excavator moving along the far side, using its big scoop arm to push over body stacks and smooth out the pile. On the near side I saw a man wearing a firefighter suit and gas mask. He had a flame thrower on his back, and on occasion would hit part of the pile with a gout of fire, keeping it ablaze.

	Further beyond this trench, I noticed, the field continued. Running parallel to the trench, and just as long, were a series of dirt mounds. They stretched into the distance. I thought about all the bodies, burned down to ashes, that could be buried in all those mounds. Each of them, no doubt, had begun as a trench line like this one.

	There were a lot more things I would think about when my mind flashed back to the scene I witnessed that day. Some of them would not come to me until years later, when a sudden new dread implication would spring forth. I would think about the relative few guards and operators I had seen working here, and all the automated systems, about how the real horror of drones was not that they would rebel and overthrow humans, but that they would do just what someone like Adam programmed them to do.

	I would think about the foresight that went into starting the first mass grave a full quarter mile from the processing center, with the knowledge that the intervening space would be backfilled in. I would think about the government contractors who built this camp, who designed these conveyer belts and the fake scanning systems and the ‘stingers’ with their little pneumatic pistons that could be driven into the forebrain for instant death.

	There were the other prisons that I would learn about and have nightmares over. Kate had been kept away from the equivalent processing center in Mirkwood and would not have seen much anyway, as it had been filled out and stopped operation before she arrived. The camp in Northern Nevada was less subtle. The people brought there were offered no illusions, they knew they were going to their deaths as they were shoved into giant chambers that were then flooded with mustard gas or some other leftover chemical warfare agent. Their bodies were pushed out with bulldozers into giant earth mover trucks and dumped into the pits of played out strip mines, where they would be buried. Many were still in the process of dying from being gassed when they were buried in mounds of other bodies.

	I would learn there were more camps, near Cincinnati, Detroit, Chicago. None of these practiced the same level of mass extermination but instead were experimental facilities. Biological agents, including, I felt certain, the predecessors to the red mask virus, were tested on live subjects at these facilities.

	There were also similar camps, modeled after Arcadia, built in the deep desert of Iraq and Arabia, with names like Mordor, Draenor, and Orsinium. They were the real reason no insurgency had taken hold after the American invasion. Anyone even suspicious was rounded up and sent to die. I do not know if Adam hoped to kill off every Muslim in the world, but I’m sure if that had been a side effect of attempts to pacify the region, it would have been deemed an acceptable outcome.

	I thought about all the ‘official say’ news sources that never reported on, or even followed leads about, these facilities for fear of libel suits, relegating the reporting of death camps to the 9-11 truther/fake moon landing corners of the internet.

	Of course I thought about the people I knew, my staffers and friends, taken by the GSA, shipped out here, now dead at the bottom of a mass grave. I thought as well about the Permanent Majority initiative, about how I was the one who had assembled the GSA’s prioritized kill list. 

	All these thoughts and implications would crash over me like pummeling waves, reemerging late at night or with an unexpected reminder, haunting me the rest of my life. But in that moment, staring at that mound of burning bodies, all I could think about was the sky. Aside from the rising mound of black smoke it was so completely clear. The sun was out, not too hot at its low southern apex. It felt like a warm, beautiful autumn day.

	It was all so jarring. This was the valley of the shadow of death. There ought to be shadows. The sky should be overcast and grim, the land should be grey and cold, maybe some leafless trees and dead plants, maybe a snow flurry or a bleak little drizzle of rain. The weather should not be so gorgeous, so close to perfection.

	I realized, in that moment, with the certainty of a religious epiphany, felt deep in one’s soul, that there is no God. There is no benevolent entity watching over the world that might reflect the sum of human joy and suffering back at us in the form of leaves blowing in a breeze before a gentle snow. There is just the empty sky and the bright uncaring sun. There is no power in the world higher than Adam.

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 30

	 

	RIDE THE LIGHTNING

	 

	‘With the lights out it’s less dangerous.’ It’s possible to just ignore the unpleasantness, to walk around it by memory without ever having to acknowledge it.

	I took a drink. The little bar in town had a windmill outside that, through a crank and some pulleys, set a series of ceiling fans at a slow turn. It reminded me of my little watering hole back home. I took another drink.

	“Sam, there you are!”

	I did not bother to turn to see Kate as she came up beside me. “Sam?”

	I took another drink. “Hello.”

	“Sam, why did you run off like that?”

	How could I answer that question? “Did you see what they were doing up there?”

	“Of course. That’s why we have to go. We have to tell the president?”

	“What?”

	“We have to tell the president. We have to tell everybody, let them know what’s being done here.”

	I paused. I looked at her, looked back at my drink. With a deep breath I picked up my glass and downed the rest of the warm scotch in one long burn. Then I slammed the glass down and turned to look Kate in the eyes. “The president already knows.”

	I blurted out this sentence without thinking, but even as I did I realized it was true. It was so apparent, so obvious, that as soon as I spoke it I was conscious that I had been aware of it the whole time. The president had known, I had known, everybody had known. I knew about everything that was happening here.

	“What?” Kate asked.

	“The president already knows. He ordered this. It was his plan all along.”

	The bartender, responding to my gestures, refilled my drink. I took another long pull.

	“Sam?”

	“The president knows. There’s no use telling him.”

	“But that’s impossible. The president would never do anything like this. He’s . . .”

	“He’s what?”

	“He’s,” she struggled for a moment to articulate it. “He’s cool. He’s . . . I mean, how could he know? That would mean everyone, like a whole bunch of the administration, must know . . .” She trailed off, staring past me toward the window.

	I turned back to my drink. “The president knows.”

	Behind me a pair of men with guns and GSA flak vests entered the bar. I did not turn around even as they came up right behind me.

	“Mr. Adder,” one of them said. “I’m gonna have to ask you to come with us.”

	“What is this?” Kate asked them.

	“Ms. Morgan, you as well.”

	“Wait, what is this about?”

	“I’m afraid you’re both under arrest.”

	“Just gimme a chance to finish my drink,” I said.

	“Arrest?” Kate continued. “What are the charges?”

	“That’s a matter of national security.

	“What? No. You can’t just arrest us for no reason.”

	“Actually I think they can,” I said as I finished my drink and stood up from the bar. “At least, nobody’s stopped them so far.”

	 

	The cell I got was on the first floor of a maximum security tower. I do not know if first floor meant I ranked higher or lower than the political prisoners high above me. The view through the bars looked out on an empty gravel field. For the first few days I just stared in that direction, across the field to the chain link perimeter fence and the big hill beyond. The black column of smoke still rose from the other side.

	No fellow inmates were in any cells near me. I think I was alone on this level. I wondered if this prison was designed to only ever partly be filled, so that the visible, empty cells around each prisoner would accentuate the isolation. There was no motion I could see in any direction.

	It turned out total isolation was not what was in store. As the first day drew to an end, I saw the warden enter the tower across the way. I watched with an unfeeling stare as he came over to stand in front of my cell.

	He stared at me, as if expecting me to say something, as if I might have all sorts of things to say to him. Instead I just stared back at him with the same look.

	“Mr. Adder.”

	“Warden. Is your last name really Havoc?”

	He laughed. “It is. I hope you’re not too uncomfortable. I find the lower cells are less exposed, stay a little warmer at night.”

	I glanced over at the toilet and bird-fountain sink, the other features of this cell besides my cot. “I’ll survive.”

	“So, you know, if you had really wanted to see our operations down here you might have just asked Director Hemming directly.”

	“You think she would have allowed that?”

	“No. But she might have told you enough to dissuade you guys from coming yourselves. Did you really think you would get away without us double-checking your status with headquarters?”

	“Well, it would be stupid to say yes now.”

	His laugh sounded forced. “Yes. Well, I hope you found what you were looking for.”

	“I came looking for my staff. Some of my people, my friends, were taken, apparently here . . .” I forced a smile myself. “So yeah, I guess I did find what I was looking for.”

	The warden just stared at me for a long moment. A low evening wind gusted through the bars and chilled my extremities.

	“I suppose you think I’m some kind of monster,” he said.

	“I never said that.”

	“You thought it.”

	“No, that’s not what I was thinking.”

	“I don’t relish what we do here, Mr. Adder.” Havoc leaned forward, gripping the bars himself. “This is a horrid, unpleasant task. I don’t know what Ms. Morgan told you about Bolter and his wife up at Mirkwood, but understand that they were bad apples. I would never tolerate that kind of corruption and graft at my facility.”

	“I’m sure you wouldn’t.”

	“Is that sarcasm?”

	“Of course not.”

	“What we’re doing here has to be done, Mr. Adder. Liberalism is a dangerous mental disease. It can’t be cured, and it’s too widespread to be isolated away. There are just limited options of how to deal with it. A cancer in the body politic sometimes just has to be burned out with harsh methods. It’s not something we enjoy, it’s not something we like, it’s messy and painful, but it has to be done, for the good of the country. The president knew it, Director Hemming knew it, and you and I know it. This was how it had to end.”

	He was looking right at me, and I held his gaze for a moment with the same lack of expression. “What’s happened to Ms. Morgan?” I asked.

	“The director wanted her shipped back to Washington to stand trial.”

	“But not me?”

	“Technically you were on the approved access list, which was a mistake, but since that was the case it’s a lesser violation. The director is still deciding what’s to be done with you.”

	I drew a deep sigh and thought about saying something more, but I had nothing else. I leaned my head back against the bars and continued to stare at the warden.

	At last, without another word, he turned and walked away. That was far from the last I would see of him though. The next day he was back with an update.

	“Bad news my friend. It looks like it may be a while before the director gets around to evaluating your case.”

	“Why is that?”

	“The president just gave her a new assignment.”

	“Oh?”

	“She’s been assigned command of several National Guard units with orders to secure DC and the surrounding area.”

	“Secure it from what?”

	The warden shrugged. “Rioters. Insurgents. Anti-American elements. The same liberal secessionists and degenerates who are doing so much damage in the Pacific northwest.”

	“And that’s a full time job huh? Doesn’t spare any time at all for the minor decision of what to do with me?”

	Another shrug. “I’m just passing along what the director tells me, and she tells me to sit tight on you for now. Don’t worry though, we’ll take good care of ya.”

	That sounded ominous, but over the coming weeks I found my treatment was, I suspect, no different than any other inmate. I went days at a stretch without seeing anybody. Every afternoon a robot that looked like some kind of autonomous mini-fridge would roll by. It would stop and extend food out through a floor-level slot in the bars, then roll on. It would return an hour later and stop again without doing anything; it took a couple days before I realized it was back collecting trash. The meals we got were delivered on paper plates and plastic spoons. Never even a plastic fork or knife. It occurred to me I could keep a spoon and perhaps sharpen the handle into a shiv. Then I wondered what the fuck I would do with a shiv.

	The meals were hearty enough. Stuff like spaghetti or Salisbury streak. The problem was they came just once a day. I spent the better part of each day lying on my cot, listening to the gurgling in my stomach and waiting for the food bot to come by. They never gave us anything to drink either. I got all my water from the sink.

	Aside from this, the closest I came to seeing somebody was when I spotted a guard out walking the perimeter some days. He looked to be beyond even shouting distance, and there seemed no point shouting anyway, so I came to ignore any sightings out there.

	After the first week the warden returned. It seemed like, listening to him talk, that he had some strange interest in me. Perhaps it was his first opportunity to talk about his job with somebody he did not already know and who did not show overt signs of hating him. Perhaps, I sometimes thought, he was gloating, though over what I was uncertain. Perhaps he too was just feeling isolated.

	“The president gave his State of the Union speech last night,” he said.

	“Did he say that the state of our union is stronger than ever?”

	The warden smiled. “Yes he did. How did you know that?”

	It seemed strange to think the warden might not follow politics enough to know that every president said that in the State of the Union, yet this seemed like a genuine question. “He always brought me in to consult on writing the State of the Union speech.”

	“You really did know the president, huh?”

	“Did you ever not believe me?”

	“There are people who ‘know’ the president because they got invited to a White House party and shook his hand once. But you actually know him.”

	“I’m not sure anybody actually knows him. What else did he say?”

	Havoc thought for a moment, then shrugged. “He said all true Americans need to come together to pull through the current crisis. He said as long as free people will stand up for themselves, no force of despotism would ever triumph.”

	“That sounds like him. Do you believe it?”

	“It gets harder and harder to keep that faith, doesn’t it?”

	“My faith has already abandoned me, Mr. Havoc. To the point where I question if I ever really had any faith to begin with.”

	I came to realize this last statement was true of several things, including any faith I might have had about ever getting out of this place. Over the course of February a cold snap came through and left me spending days wrapped in my thin blanket. Pacing in my cell to generate heat helped but left me even hungrier, and shivering through the nights left me aching by the next morning. I had no idea how the people upstairs had made it through ten years of this.

	It seemed my chances of getting out became ever more remote with each new crisis and subsequent expansion of Director Hemming’s purview. The warden kept updating me with the names of cities now under martial law because of ‘liberal insurgents.’ Chicago. Baltimore. Cleveland. St. Louis. Pittsburgh. Milwaukee. Los Angeles. “The director has a lot going on.”

	“Have you considered just shooting me?”

	“That’s pretty melodramatic, Mr. Adder.”

	“Tell me, do you visit all the prisoners like this? Give them updates on what’s happening in the world?”

	“No, of course not.”

	“Why not?”

	“They’re traitors. They’re never getting out of here.”

	“So what am I then?”

	He considered this for a moment. “I’m not sure, but you’re no traitor. Maybe just someone who abused his position a little bit. Anyway, the director said a decision on you was pending, that’s been in her status notes she sends out each week, so keep sitting tight.”

	Around the middle of February he came in to inform me that the city of Phoenix no longer existed.

	“Like, at all?”

	“It was a huge fire, raged out of control across the city. Apparently big parts of the city were already abandoned because of irregular water service.”

	“So now there’s nothing left?”

	“Didn’t look like it. Nothing worth mentioning. They said anybody who stayed should not expect any federal assistance from here on out.”

	“Is there anybody who can expect federal assistance now?”

	The warden gave one of his typical shrugs. “Me and my men are still getting paid.”

	“Would you be here if you weren’t?”

	“Of course I would. I stand by my duty. I can’t speak for everyone though.”

	Throughout my time in Arcadia, I continued to watch the hill north of my prison, and in particular the column of black smoke rising above it. That smoke had continued unabated since I first arrived. It was going each morning when I awoke and still going in the evening when the sky became too dark to pick it out.

	This was one of the big changes I noticed the first week of March. On what I believe to be that Monday I noticed for the first time that the smoke no longer appeared over the hill.

	The next big change was on Thursday, when the food-bot failed to make an appearance. Even though the single daily meals left me feeling like I was subsisting on nothing, the switch to an actual diet of nothing was painful. Despite warmer weather, the hunger pains left me with little sleep over the next two nights.

	Saturday saw a sudden shift in my fortunes. The warden arrived on that bright, sunny morning with a set of guards who unlocked my cell.

	“Good news Mr. Adder. You’re being cut loose.”

	“What’s happening now?” I had seen them coming and was standing in the middle of my cell, uncertain what this portended.

	“Next week the Texas legislature will be voting on articles of secession.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Have I ever exaggerated to you? Looks like the vote is going to win, too.”

	“Can they do that?” I asked.

	“Doesn’t much matter if they can now, they’re going to. Anyway, I got orders from the director this morning. This complex is to be evacuated and destroyed ahead of the secession.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“Well, it means most of us will be transferring to a separate facility across the border in Oklahoma. In your case though you’re being cut loose and sent home.”

	“No kidding.”

	“Those are my orders.”

	I was marched from the prison tower and out to a little electric cart. Here the warden handed me a box containing the clothes I wore when I arrived and the contents of my pockets, including my wallet and mobile. I never found out what happened to my car and never bothered to ask. In the cart I was driven to the front entrance of Arcadia. Here there was a single grey prison bus, just like those I had seen unloading people when I first arrived. The warden shook my hand, wished me luck, and got me loaded on the bus. I was the sole person on board. As soon as I was in, the door closed and the autonomous system took off, driving me back up the unmarked road and out into the world.

	 

	Riding on the prison bus I gained a new appreciation of how awful the experience must have been for those being sent to a Permanent Majority camp. The things would have been crammed full. There was one bathroom in the back that was a disaster. The front console was kept separate by a thick metal screen. A guard could have ridden up there, but there was none on my trip. I wondered about the people on board trying to escape. The windows did not open. Small vent slats in the roof and at the rear let in air and assured the place was never that warm. The door could be locked from the outside, though for me it had been left unlocked. Either way anybody wanting out would have had to jump from a bus cruising down the highway. I wondered how many had tried.

	There was, of course, no food or water. As the bus rolled along I wondered if I would have to make the whole trip back to DC without eating or drinking. At least in my cell I had water. This situation could get pretty bleak.

	I got my answer in Dallas. The bus navigated its way into the city, and once through the checkpoints made its way to a dedicated recharging station. Like most GSA operated vehicles and drones the bus was electric, and like most GSA operated recharging stations this one was barricaded and well guarded.

	While the bus docked to recharge its batteries, I managed to force the door open manually. Some maintenance workers nearby shot perplexed looks my way but said nothing as I disembarked. I made my way to a convenience store next door where I stockpiled myself with water bottles and chips and candy bars and a hotdog, and got my dead mobile recharged as well. As the bus got going again I was eating like a king.

	In the city I had a good signal and began checking news streams. Right away I found one running excerpts from a press conference with a combative Director Hemming.

	“Absolutely not, I will not allow cameras or pictures in these facilities. I made that mistake once already with the Riverrun facility at Detroit, and what I get for my attempt at transparency is faked atrocity pictures and accusations of war crimes.”

	“So director, you contend no atrocities have occurred . . .”

	“Yes, I’ve already explained this to you.” This was the most animated I had ever seen her. “We have been arresting known terrorists and those with sympathies or connections to terrorists or anti-American elements, including the secessionist elements currently operating in this country. We’ve had to keep them somewhere, which is why these facilities were built, but we’ve been overwhelmed with the number of detainees we’ve been forced to handle. And it turns out lack of vaccination among some of the detainees, which is their own fault, for believing some stupid vaccination conspiracy, that’s led to outbreaks of measles and avian flu in some of the camps. We’ve been doing what we can but in the end we had to burn a lot of the bodies to prevent the spread of disease. So now apparently burning bodies counts as a war crime.”

	“But you still won’t allow any outside NGOs to look . . .”

	“No, absolutely not.” I noticed here that the director was blinking in some spasmodic pattern, like she was having a seizure or something, though her voice remained normal. “The president has already stated the United States will not cooperate with United Nations backed organizations.”

	“What about the non-UN backed organizations, like the Red Cross . . .”

	“As soon as I start allowing groups like that into these facilities and they find nothing, all the news streams will have big bold-letter stories about how there’s a coverup. And if I release more of the detainees we’ve determined not to be a threat, like we did at Riverrun, then right away there are conspiracy stories about how I’m a war criminal trying to buy my way out of trouble by releasing prisoners. The media has made it abundantly clear I will be pilloried no matter what course of action I take, which is why we are no longer cooperating with journalists on the ground. These sensationalist journalists have ruined things for everybody. Further bloodshed because of spreading diseases is on their hands. Which is why from here on out journalists caught spreading sensationalist stories about atrocities are going to be arrested and placed in the same detention areas as the avian flu victims. Since they’re making it politically impossible to release these detainees they can reap what they sow.”

	Working my way backwards through various stories I found out this press conference was a direct response to some findings submitted to the House Judiciary Committee by their special prosecutor, Anthony Collins, Kate’s boss. I wondered if perhaps she had survived, at least long enough to get some kind of report to him. The actual committee report had not been released, but leaked portions described killing fields just like those I had witnessed.

	I did not realize it at the time, but already the evidence of the death camps was being obliterated. Arcadia and Arborlon in Norther Nevada each had a pair of trucks with low yield fission bombs parked at different points on their grounds. Similar bombs had already destroyed the similar camps in Arabia at some point the previous year.

	That night I slept on the bus as it made its way out of the Dallas metroplex. When I awoke the next morning I was in Arkansas. Watching outside I found the roads were quite active. Convoys of army trucks and armored personnel carriers drove in the opposite direction, except all these vehicles had Confederate battle flags painted on their sides or flying on poles mounted to their cabins.

	When the bus reached Little Rock, I saw more military units flying the stars and bars. The checkpoint into the city was not manned by GSA personnel but instead by men in miscellaneous camouflage outfits. I don’t know what they did to the bus, but they managed to redirect it, sending it away from the checkpoint and on a long detour circling around the city.

	By this point I was also entering the area of collapsed bridges and long detours through quirky little towns. Unlike on the trip out nobody stopped the GSA bus. Most of the time I laid low as the bus rolled in to town, and so the local sheriffs looking for a shakedown may not have believed there was anybody onboard. They also may have been more leery of messing with a Global Security Agency vehicle than their Confederate counterparts at the Little Rock checkpoint.

	The bus spent an entire day wending through various detours across Arkansas. It was past dark when I reached Memphis. Once more there was a long wait at a checkpoint only to have the bus sent back and onto a long loop around the city. The failure of the bus to get to a recharging station was now becoming a worry. I suspected that, like the checkpoints, GSA dedicated recharging stations in the major cities were no longer under GSA control. I had no idea what the range of the bus was, but I was sure it could not get back to DC without recharging its batteries.

	I slept that night as the bus rolled on through yet another back road detour. I awoke to find it was no longer moving. It was a warm enough night, and the bus had pulled itself over on some remote bit of highway, so I elected to go back to sleep.

	In the morning light I began walking. Within the hour I was at the outskirts of Jackson, Tennessee. At first I did not realize where I was, not recognizing the place from this angle, but after noticing a sign I picked up the pace and headed into the heart of town.

	I arrived at a gas and recharge shop with an attached diner, where I had once before ate while discussing Adam’s first presidential campaign with the local party volunteers.

	Just outside the diner I stopped and looked at myself for the first time in a while. The clothes I had were the suit I was wearing the day I went to meet Kate in that abandoned McDonald’s and had changed back in to on the bus. It was better than an orange prison jumpsuit, but I made for a pretty pathetic figure. I staggered up to the counter. A matron in a pastel waitress outfit gave me a quizzical look.

	“I’d like a cup of coffee,” I said, “without any alcohol in it.”

	This got a smile. “We can manage that.”

	“Also, whatever the lunch special is.”

	I had not meant to give her the impression I was a recovering alcoholic, but realized afterwards it was a good move. It explained most everything about me without having to launch into a story about being held in a federal prison camp the past two months.

	After wolfing down a ham sandwich I asked the waitress, “what would be the best way to get to DC from here?”

	“Oh, you don’t wanna go there. There’s all kinda food riots going on up north.”

	“Food riots?”

	“That’s what the internet calls ‘em.”

	“Hmph. Well, all the same, there are people who are counting on me.” Were there people counting on me? Did the president even remember I existed? “Plus I’ve got nowhere else to go.”

	“Well, if you’re hellbent on going, you could try talking to Ed, he runs the shop next door. Sometimes he gets long haulers coming through that people hitch a ride on.”

	I thanked her, then discovered the place did not take credit cards. This would become a theme in town. I was about to ask if there was an ATM around, without any idea if it would work, if my accounts were frozen, if this place accepted American currency or what, when we were interrupted by the arrival of a man in a Santa costume.

	“Mr. Adder!” He grabbed me in a hug. I stared at him in unrecognition until I noticed the tattoo sleeves on his arm.

	“Oh my god, um . . . Bob.”

	“You remembered!” At one time he had been the local Nationalist party chairman, then later had been the city sanitation commissioner. I was about to ask why he was dressed like Santa, but he beat me to it by asking what I was doing there.

	I sat back down and told him I was returning from Texas, where I had been on a special assignment from the president when I got stranded, and was now just trying to get back home.

	 

	In the end I was hosted in that town by the party faithful, who still stood in total control of the local government.

	At the auto shop I discovered ‘Ed’ to be a short, older guy with a thick accent who was a canvaser for the party. He told me they still got in automated trucks running toward New York or Philadelphia or some such every week or two. He had some contract with the long haul companies to do refuel and maintenance on their unmanned trucks when they stopped here, and it sounded like he made money on the side by acting as a middle man for people looking to hitch rides. He promised to inform me of the next truck heading up north.

	From there Bob, still in his Santa costume, which I found nobody questioned, took me down to city hall to say hi to everybody. I got several offers to stay with people until I could get a ride out of town, but it turned out the city treasurer, a frumpy woman with knee length hair, was married to the owner/operator of a nearby hotel.

	I got set up in a room of what had once been a Motel 6, though the main big sign was toppled and laying across the parking lot. A smaller, spray-painted sign above the office said ‘no electric, run. water, great rate!’

	So for that week I camped out in the diner, eating sandwiches and monitoring the news online, this being one of the few locations in town I could get a wireless signal. It seemed that there had yet to be any contests in the presidential primary. Every state thus far had either postponed their primary or just failed to conduct one. There seemed little sign any of them would ever happen.

	In their place were calls for new constitutional conventions. Congressional Democrats were trying to convene one in Philadelphia. Several southern governors had gotten together to announce their own in Atlanta. Of course Texas had voted to just plain secede from the union, which I suppose meant they were joining the so-called Free Pacific States in that category.

	I also saw news out of the Pentagon, issued by Bryan Livingston, announcing the US military was making a complete withdrawal from the eastern hemisphere. At the same time a press release out of China called for the United States to enter negotiations to end hostilities, or else the Revolutionary Army would be forced ‘to continue prosecuting the war to its utmost conclusion.’

	On the fifteenth of March, Adam gave a national televised address. A miniature crowd turned out at the diner to watch on their working television.

	“This need not be the twilight of America,” the president said from the Oval Office. It looked like he had aged even more since I last saw him. His face seemed to be in the process of revolting against him, with different sections at different stages of rebellion. It was weird, having known him so long, that I could pick out this odd quirk. I’m sure nobody else noticed, but to me it looked like there were parts of him, the corner of his mouth, the left eyebrow, that wanted to abandon this speech and retire someplace warm, even as the rest of his face plowed ahead with his usual intensity.

	“If we all stand fast as Americans we can throw back the atheist forces of China just as we can throw back the atheist liberals who are destroying our economy through their terrorist attacks on our energy production. America was built on an economy of energy production, and the efforts by liberals to destroy that, first through regulation and now through terrorism and force, will not succeed. I intend to stand fast against the growing darkness, to stand against these terrorists and secessionists and all those who would tear America down and tear her apart, and if you, all you real Americans who are listening to me tonight, if you stand with me, I know that when the darkness is dispelled and God raises the sun once more on America, I know that our leftist enemies will have emptied their magazine and will have nothing left but to slink away and pretend they never opposed us at all, for we will all still be standing.”

	I listened to his speech wondering how anybody ever believed this guy. What the fuck was he even talking about? Yet in the diner all around me people were nodding approval. When the speech ended and the news stream broke out into post-speech analysis and commentary, there was a lot of, if not enthusiasm, at least high spirits.

	“I’m gonna miss voting for that guy,” one man said.

	“Imagine how much worse off we’d be if we’d had some typical politician as president.”

	A couple sitting next to me was having a conversation with the head waitress matron. “You know, I heard at the church, not ours but Pastor Cutler’s, that they put up a shrine to the president, and after they did their power got cut off but they still had electricity for three days.”

	“Pfh!” I stifled my laugh but could not help a little bit escaping.

	All of them gave me critical looks. While I often ate lunch with Bob here, at that moment I was alone, surrounded by people I did not recognize. “You think that’s funny?” the woman telling the story asked me.

	“No, no, I apologize.”

	“You’re not from around here are you?” a man next to me asked.

	“No, I’m just passing through town.”

	“He’s trying to get to DC,” the waitress said.

	“DC? You one of those liberal DC bureaucrats?”

	“No, no,” I held up my hands. “Actually I’m a good friend of the president.”

	“You’re a friend of the president?”

	The beat-up suit I was wearing did not help my story. Nevertheless, I pulled out my mobile and flashed some of the pictures that had served me better than any passport or official document this trip. I ate free at that diner for the rest of my stay.

	 

	That weekend a long hauler rolled in to Ed’s shop. It had bullet holes in the side of its trailer and the engine looked like it had suffered a couple different collisions, but the contract was paid and Ed was going to get it moving again. Since it was a more modern hauler, designed to be autonomous, without any cabin for people to ride in, all he could offer me was the chance to ride in the back of the trailer. I agreed.

	The next day I left town, riding in the back of a semi-truck trailer, in the dark, next to a giant stack of thick cardboard boxes. I did not recognize the emblem on them and had no idea what they contained, though the cabin as a whole contained a lot of dust.

	When the truck at last came to a stop, thirty-six hours later, I got out. The workers at the warehouse yard where I found myself gave me unsurprised looks. I asked them where I was and found out it was Philadelphia.

	I managed to pull up a map on my mobile and discovered I was within walking distance of the Congressional complex. Getting there was a different story, as between me and it were two distinct security checkpoints. At the first I ended up waiting in a line so long I had to spend the night, sleeping out on the street with a long row of other, disheveled looking people. I cannot even say that was my worst sleeping arrangement this trip.

	I spent another night sleeping in the monorail station waiting for the next train. Downtown Philadelphia was an armed camp with a wild spring break party occurring inside. Throughout the day various nightclubs and bars featured loud music and dancing and plenty of drink, at times spilling out into the street. More than once a saw people naked, streaking down the street, or people drunk and having sex on bus benches or park lawns. I thought about getting a hotel room, but I found I could not access any of my mobile’s money apps. I had little cash, and prices had all gone up again.

	 

	Washington DC was a city under siege. The sieging force, it seemed, was the reality of the wider world. The barbarians were pressing hard at the gates, but this town seemed just as determined to hold out.

	The monorail no longer went into the heart of the city. From where I was let out, I passed through three more checkpoints. In this case though, more than checkpoints, they were hermetic gates. There were walls erected along the middle of certain roads, with razor wire and elevated machine gun nests at regular intervals. The buildings in front of the walls were a no-man’s land. I once more endured long waits and lots of prodding before I entered the core dozen blocks of the nation’s capital.

	In Washington there was sort of a pantomime of normal life as sharp dressed people rushed from all the little lunch places back to work in the sprawl of government buildings and lawmaker offices and lobbyist firms. There were plenty of soldiers, but nobody who looked homeless. I looked down at myself, wearing grungy clothes, unshaven, with scraggily hair and bloodshot eyes. I felt like the only bum in DC.

	Looking like that I arrived at the White House. I had lost my White House badge with my car, but I still had my national ID. The guards, men I had never seen before, scanned this and allowed me in, not bothering to issue a new badge, just shrugging when I asked about one. I found nobody in the Oval Office or its anterooms, then made my way down to the Situation Room.

	As I was heading there I spotted General Livingston, who as far as I knew was still the Army Chief of Staff, approaching. He walked at a brisk pace even as he gesticulated and said something to an aide trailing behind him. The general rushed right past without even looking at me. I hesitated a moment before deciding to continue, expecting to find an agitated president in the Situation Room, having just dismissed his general.

	Instead all I found was some of the Defense Department civilian staff. Epstein sat at the big map table, looking at something on a laptop, silent. Aides and staffers around him were doing the same, leaving a death pall over the room.

	“Sam!”

	I jumped a little at my name. Deputy Secretary Brian Middleton, wearing a suit that looked too small for his big frame, was standing right there by the entrance. “Sam, I thought you were dead.”

	“Huh. Yeah, so did I. What’s going on here? Where’s the president?”

	“The president has been moved to an undisclosed location for security purposes.”

	“Really? The White House isn’t secure?”

	“Have you not noticed?” He took a moment to look at what I was wearing. “I take it you haven’t been home in a while.”

	“No, I have not.”

	“Come on.”

	As he led me back up he continued to talk. “General Livingston was in a meeting with the president a few weeks back in which he advised the president to withdraw all our military forces from theaters in the eastern hemisphere. The president refused and the general almost assaulted him. It took me and one of his aides to hold the general back. He would have full out punched the president right in the face. After that the president dismissed him, fired him, then a couple hours later gave him new orders like nothing had happened.”

	“That sounds par for the course,” I said.

	“Livingston’s been refusing to come to any meetings after that. He was operating out of the Pentagon until that area became a no-go zone. So we moved all the Pentagon operations up here while the president headed off to an undisclosed location.”

	“So where is the president now?”

	“They didn’t disclose that to me. The general’s going to find out though, the president summoned him to an in-person meeting just now.”

	“I saw him in the hallway looking pissed.”

	“Yip, that’s about it.”

	Middleton led me up to the big south conference room. Looking out the window, across the south lawn, I could see that the horizon beyond was on fire. Low clouds glowed red in the evening light

	“Oh, wow,” I said.

	“Yeah. There’s a big battle going on between pro- and anti-secessionist groups.”

	“Really? When did this start?”

	“Just over this passed weekend. I’ll show ya.”

	He got on the computer and pulled up some map on the front screen. Someone had gone through and labeled all the known, active fighting units that were popping up or forming from defecting military forces. The display was now a cacophony of different symbols.

	“Are the US flags the units still loyal to the president?” I asked.

	“Yeah.”

	“What about the confederate flags?”

	“Loyal to the constitutional convention in Atlanta. Let’s see, what else we got. This one is New England.” Their flag had a red stripe on top, a white stripe on the bottom, and a blue field with a circle of six stars and four maple leaves. “Texas, of course.” Lone star flags were dotted across Texas, Oklahoma, and New Mexico. “This weird one is the Free Pacific States.” It was some kind of stylized blue and green yin-yang symbol. Glancing down I saw Southern California around Los Angeles was a riot of different symbols.

	“What about all these?” I pointed to the other odd collection of flags dominating the Midwest.

	“Unclear. Some of them are groups that have declared loyalty to the constitutional convention in Philadelphia. Others are just secessionists or maybe criminal gangs or something. This one, they call themselves the Continental Army.” It looked like the old revolutionary war flag, thirteen stripes with a circle of thirteen stars. “These guys call themselves the New Ohio Army.” Red-white stripes with blue triangular field like the Ohio state flag, except instead of a spread of stars there was a red Ohio State ‘O’ in the blue field. “This one here is the Free Court Army.” The symbol was a set of red, white, and blue bars forming a triangle on a black background. It was concentrated around DC but spread out north and south from there.

	“What the heck is that?”

	“You haven’t heard of them? That’s kind of where a lot of this got started. Just after some states started canceling their primaries, a couple of the liberal Supreme Court justices, they fled and got on the news and said that the Hanson administration was going to declare an emergency and cancel the elections in November and have Adam declare himself president for life or something like that. The said the Supreme Court had been corrupted and wouldn’t stop him so they, um, well, they issued a call to arms. And people answered. I don’t know what their goals or plans are, but after that states started talking about secession and all these other weird little armed groups started appearing.”

	I decided to spend that night at the White House, finding myself a random couch to sleep on. Soon enough the one night turned into the whole week. I had nowhere else to go. I went over to the residence and raided Adam’s supply of suits, claiming one for myself, along with a nice hefty coat I found.

	In Washington there was a lot of talk about the ongoing impeachment hearings, against both the president and vice-president. The charges against the president sounded exaggerated, focusing on his prosecution of the war in Asia and various declaration of martial law, in particular in New York and California, and of course the subsequent decision not to hold midterm elections in the areas under martial law. All of this was legal for the president to do under past congressional acts. Nevertheless this did not stop the House from approving articles of impeachment, on a straight party line vote. With the issues kicked over to the Senate many representatives went from the vote straight out of town.

	That weekend, on Easter Sunday, there was a great parade in New York City as the National Guardsmen who had been enforcing martial law there for the past six years were at last forced out. There were scenes of debauchery and chaos on the city streets. Men in leather and drag and a rainbow of flags danced in Times Square. Police men and men in fatigues with the red, white, blue triangle symbol on their armbands, took to sniping at the National Guard vehicles streaming across the George Washington Bridge or into the Lincoln Tunnel.

	A couple days later I got an unexpected call.

	“Sam. It’s Kate Morgan.”

	“Kate! You’re alive!”

	“Yeah. I’m back in town. Can we meet for lunch?”

	I left the White House and hiked north to the café she suggested. As I went I could not resist casting occasional looks over my shoulder. To the south, at any time of day, one could see columns of thick smoke rising from somewhere beyond the horizon. This was punctuated by occasional booms like thunder, as army forces called in air or artillery strikes against the secessionist forces they continued to engage.

	At lunch there was a studious ignoring of these booms, even the ones close enough to shake the building and overturn cups. Kate had lost her rectangular glasses and any trace of a severe, no-nonsense facade. She looked like the only person in that place both aware of and concerned about the noises of the nearby war zone.

	“When I heard you were alive,” she said, “I had to see for myself.”

	“Well here I am.”

	“What happened to you?”

	I relayed my story in detail, including the long and harrowing trip back to DC.

	“They sent me back right away,” she said. “I didn’t have any trouble getting back here, but then they put me on trial. The national security courts, they’re located down near GSA headquarters. Or they were located down there.”

	“So what happened?”

	“I was there, in this courtroom, with a judge and a prosecutor and everything. They didn’t give me a lawyer. I had to represent myself. The trial was just about to get underway when a bomb went off. It was a car bomb. The secessionists fighting down there right now, I guess. Seems like it was one of their first attacks.”

	“Were you hurt?”

	“I was fine, not even scratched. The building sort of split right down the middle. Half the roof collapsed, but it was the other half from me. There was this explosion,” she waited, listening to the distant boom of artillery, “then this big cloud of dust and the next thing I knew I was still sitting there with dust on me, and the judge and guards had been buried in rubble, and the prosecutor was crushed under a big support beam. I got up and went over to him but he was already dead. He was lying there, beneath this big steel beam, holding a notebook in his hand with all the evidence against me.”

	“So what happened then?”

	“I took the notebook from him and just walked out. And that was it. I met my boss and handed the notebook over to him and then I left town, went into hiding for a little while.”

	I paused for a moment to absorb all this. “Is it safe to be back here now?”

	“They’re not going to arrest me, now that the impeachment vote has been held. I don’t matter anymore.”

	“Do you know what you’re gonna do now?”

	“Does anybody? I’m just thankful to still be alive. I was probably less than an hour away from being declared guilty and sentenced to death. Then all of a sudden, miraculously, my accusers are dead and I’m alive and walking free. God works in mysterious ways.”

	“I don’t think I believe in God any more,” I said.

	“I don’t blame you. Do you know what you’re going to do?”

	“For now I’m staying at the White House. I guess I’ll see what happens.”

	“Well in case we don’t meet again, good luck Sam.”

	“Good luck Kate.”

	 

	When Thomas Jefferson was elected president, the United States did not extend west of the Mississippi River. By the middle of April effective control of the country once again did not reach beyond that, and even in the east federal authority was tenuous in the best places.

	I was still squatting at the White House. I had taken to sleeping in various guest rooms, the Lincoln bedroom, the president’s bedroom, the couch in the Oval Office. Wherever I thought myself least likely to be disturbed.

	At some point during the first week of April, General Livingston and his people returned. He said he had been ordered back here, to coordinate the crushing of the secessionist movements and the defense of the Chinese invasion.

	“Chinese invasion?” I asked.

	“After the president turned down the latest offer of negotiation,” Epstein said, “Chinese troops began moving across the Bering straight. They’ve occupied the oil fields on the north slope.”

	“Good God.”

	My internet connection had been spotty the past week, so I was not always up to date on the news. I managed to get a connection right then though, looking up more about this story. I found the Chinese government had issued a statement that same day announcing they had seized the oil fields in order to maintain a continued supply of oil to the world market, ensuring the reasonable energy prices that would allow further economic growth and prosperity not just for China but for all peoples everywhere.

	“Is there a plan to counterattack?” I asked.

	“No,” Epstein said. “We don’t even have enough troops left to hold the upper Midwest.”

	I spent my days watching the slow, resigned proceeding in the Situation Room as Epstein and Livingston issued orders they did not expect to be followed to units they no longer believed to exist. Then they would issue off reports to the president, wherever he was, that were just lists of the latest areas to fall outside official federal control.

	When not doing that I went up to the south conference room to try to get a signal on my mobile. Most of the time I got nothing and then just sat there, in the big central chair the president used to occupy, and watched the southern horizon, looking for the smoke columns and listening to the sporadic rumble of explosions.

	 

	On Sunday, Adam’s sixty-first birthday, in the pre-dawn hours, Director Hemming arrived at the White House in a well-armed motorcade. Along with a group of staffers and armed agents she rushed into the building, looking for me. I was roused from an uneasy sleep in a sleeping bag I had sprawled out in a corner of the East Room.

	“Director.” I was too tired to feel any fear over facing the person who had imprisoned me in a death camp over a minor trespassing charge. “What are you doing?”

	“I need your help, Sam.”

	“No shit.”

	“I’ve been summoned to see the president.”

	“That sounds like a personal problem.”

	“I’ve been summoned to his secure location to receive new instructions.”

	“Okay.” I struggled to my feet. “What do you need from me?”

	“I want you to come with me.”

	“Why?”

	“Because the president likes you.”

	I blinked at her a few times, trying to grasp what she was saying. “What?”

	“The president won’t negotiate an end to the war and he won’t deal with the secessionists on their own terms, and anybody who suggests otherwise is called a traitor. If I go see him myself he’ll give me some new unworkable task and my choices will be to go try and accomplish that task or tell him no and have him accuse me of treason and arrest me. So I want you along.”

	It took my mind a moment to catch up with her torrent of an explanation. “Okay, but what the hell am I gonna do?”

	“Try to get him to see reason.”

	“Why do you think I can do that?”

	“I don’t, but you have to try.”

	“Fine,” I said, having consigned myself to going even before hearing her explanation. I wasn’t doing anything else anyway.

	I joined Hemming in the oversized SUV at the core of her motorcade. With APCs and armored trucks accompanying us, we made our way out of the city to the north.

	I suppose I should have known. We headed up to Camp David, to the big underground fallout shelter used by Congress and the president in the wake of The Event. The place still had the same rustic, unassuming exterior.

	Just outside the main lodge a cluster of military vehicles was gathered. A group of marine corps cadets, just graduated, was arrayed in ranks in front of the vehicles. As we pulled up I spotted Adam. He was walking down the line of cadets, shaking hands and exchanging words with each one.

	I got out behind Director Hemming and approached the president. Adam looked like the reanimated corpse of the man I had known all these years. His left arm was tucked into his suit jacket at all times, as if unable to move on its own. He had a shake in his right arm that sometimes seemed to creep down to his right knee, making it look like his leg was about to give out and send him toppling to the ground. The fire in his eyes was the barest ember of what I remembered.

	We stood by while Adam finished his review of the marines. He announced they were to be part of an important mission commanded by Director Hemming herself.

	Adam came over to stand in front of Director Hemming. She stood there, stiff and unspoken, while he explained her mission.

	“The death of Senator Gardner has opened up new possibilities,” Adam said. I had not even heard about the New York senator’s death. “The forces of impeachment and secession were dealt a serious blow. It is a sign from God that at last our fortunes will be reversed. Director Hemming, I am putting you personally in charge of capitalizing on this development. You are to take these troops here, and whatever you have of your own agents, and proceed to Philadelphia. There you will secure the city and arrest the Democratic traitors who are right now involved in an illegal convention to rewrite the constitution.”

	For a moment Director Hemming continued to just stand there. I saw her right arm, the one closer to me, give a little flinch, as if signaling me or indicating some suppressed desire to turn to me. I said nothing, not about to volunteer myself at this point. At last Hemming said, “very good then, sir. Anything else?”

	“No, no. Keep me informed of your progress.”

	With that the director set about gathering up her forces. The platoon worth of marines and handful of GSA agents she brought with her motorcade looked like a feeble force with which to secure a whole city. On the other hand, with everything in chaos they might be able to walk straight up to the Congressional complex and arrest the convention representatives without a fight.

	Either way I found I did not care, about any of their fates or the fate of their mission. The drunk numbness of the past few years was replaced by the somber numbness of fatalism.

	After redistributing her people Director Hemming ended up behind the driver’s wheel of a big rover. It was a non-autonomous vehicle, or at least had to be operated in such a mode around this location. I wondered how long it had been since she drove herself. I got an answer right away when she signaled out her window for everyone to roll out, put the vehicle in gear, and lurched backwards into a ditch, mauling part of a hedge line in the process.

	Some of us, including myself, moved to help push her out, but it was a big rover with heavy armor plating. Some of the marines had to get out and push before at last the director was free and rolling forward. I could not help but feel the incident was symbolic.

	It was not until the convoy was gone that Adam at last turned to me.

	“Sam. It’s so good to see you.”

	For a moment I thought about telling him where I had been, what I had seen. For a moment I thought about screaming what I had seen to everybody there and everybody else that would listen. But then, looking at Adam, his tired eyes and drooping arms, that sense of apathy and fatalism came over me once more. All I could manage was, “likewise sir. I would have come sooner but I didn’t know where you were.”

	This got a weary smile. “It’s good to know honor and loyalty still exist in this world.”

	He led the way inside. Within the lodge’s front room a bunch of people were gathered, among them Geare and some of the remnants of the Pentagon staff. Adam shook hands with the lot of them, then told them he had a mission for them all as well.

	“With communication becoming sporadic I cannot coordinate efforts to secure the western part of the country from the secessionists. I am therefore sending you gentlemen west. You will head to Andrews Air Force Base and depart on Air Force One immediately for Denver. You will have to evaluate the situation upon your arrival. Utilize the Eyrie if it makes sense, or commandeer the state capital building if that works better. Your mission will be to gather all remaining loyal forces to you, under my authority, and then destroy this secessionist movement wherever it exists.”

	“Mr. President,” Bob said to him. “Is it such a good idea to split us like this. Perhaps I should stay with you and send some of my staff instead.”

	Adam shook his head. “No, you go. I’m putting you in charge. You’re now acting governor of all United States territories west of the one-hundredth meridian. These men are to act as your military contingent. Do whatever it takes to secure that part of the country.”

	They shook hands. Bob said nothing more, staring with a blank look while Adam elaborated on some of the details. When this was done he told them to wait while he headed into the next room. Manny followed after him, and I went along as well.

	Waiting in the dining hall was a different collection of people. Lead amongst them was Eve. Accompanying her was Alex Badillo and Manny’s collection of young staffers.

	“Okay then ladies, gentlemen.” Adam stood in front of them and clapped his hands together. “If you’re any good at eavesdropping you know what I told my cabinet members and military staff out there. I’m sending them out west, to Colorado. With all the secessionist forces gathering, I’m afraid it’s not safe here. Which is why I’m sending all of you along with them. Denver remains secure. You’ll be able to set yourselves up in the Eyrie or downtown, as appropriate.”

	There were some looks of shock among this group. “Sir,” Alex said. “If it isn’t safe here, why aren’t we all leaving?”

	“I must remain here, if nothing else as a symbol of the continuation of our government. I have made my decision to stand. I will either turn all of this around or perish trying. I . . .”

	For a moment the president faltered, his knees starting to buckle. It looked like he might collapse. Before any of us standing near him could react, Eve was on her feet and at his side, steadying him.

	“Adam,” she said. “Adam, you know I would never leave you like that. If you’re staying here I’m staying as well.”

	“No, I can’t let you stay. There’s nothing left for you here. It’s all lost, hopelessly lost.” For a moment I thought he might actually start crying. “There’s no reason for you to hang on with me to the end.”

	“It doesn’t matter, I’m staying.”

	“I’m staying as well,” Alex said. Right away he was echoed by a chorus from the other young staffers.

	Adam managed to steady himself, taking his left arm away from Eve and standing on his own. He surveyed the little group, tears welling up in his eyes.

	“Thank you. If only my military leaders were so brave.”

	 

	I found the Camp David bunker to have the same futurist aesthetic and minimalist accommodations I remembered. Without congress staying down here there was a lot of room available in the giant communal bunk spaces. I claimed one for myself, then went over and owned the communal showers for a little while. Unlike the White House this place had regular hot water.

	I found most of the inhabitants steered away from the congressional section. Across the cafeteria was the presidential section, made of smaller, cozier rooms. There was a sort of combination foyer/conference room, a situation room complete with touch-screen map table, a hallway lined with a couple dozen cubicle-sized rooms with little cots and desks, and a six room presidential suite in which some of Eve’s staff was camped. It seemed odd that all of them were crammed over here rather then taking advantage of the spaciousness on the congressional side, but I did not bother saying anything about it.

	Everyone still around that evening joined Adam for dinner in the cafeteria. The bright lights and white tile gave the place an eerie sort of cleanliness, and the fact that we were all gathered at one table while the rest of the large space remained unoccupied felt a little creepy. Adam sat at the head of the table but said nothing throughout the meal, and everyone else as always remained silent, waiting for his queue before speaking. Falling back into my own routine, I slipped off the first chance I got.

	Later on there was a minor birthday celebration for the president. We had cake and champagne and non-alcoholic sparkling juice something. I avoided the alcohol as much as the first couple and instead gorged myself on cake. It was some of the best food of any type I had eaten in a long time, and I stumbled over to my bunk and passed out early that night.

	The next day, Monday, another contingent arrived from the White House. Secretary Epstein led a small group of military leaders. I joined them for a morning national security briefing. When I heard the meeting announced, with that title, I almost broke out laughing.

	We convened in the map room, which displayed the United States with its new collection of secessionist unit symbols. Admiral Rainier had a long, detailed report of the various ‘rebel’ units that had been identified. A lot of them, I realized as he went on, consisted of defecting soldiers or entire defecting units from the regular army. The new confederate forces even controlled their own carrier strike group.

	Adam sat at the table, listless, as if he could not hear the report. The conference moved on to General Juarez, reporting on the theaters of operation in Asia. It seemed that, despite press releases I had heard a month earlier, there were still some American forces operating overseas, in particular Air Force wings based in Japan and multiple brigades still in Turkey and Georgia. Listening to the general I came to realize these forces were not so much still undertaking military operations as they were just abandoned. The fuel and ships and support personnel needed to get them home no longer existed.

	At some point Juarez brought up a map of Alaska on the map table. The symbols on this one were different, showing American flags in the south and an array of Chinese yellow stars on red in the north. The general mentioned something about Major General Davion.

	Adam stirred, as if just awoken. He leaned forward and gave the map a serious look. “General Davion?”

	“Of the 101st Airborne sir. She moved her headquarters to Anchorage last month, as you recall, to thwart any further Chinese incursion.”

	“Go back,” Adam said, “to the forces still in Japan.”

	Juarez flipped back through his slides, and as he did the map table updated itself to a map encompassing Japan and Korea.

	“What is this unit?” Adam tapped an American flag on the map.

	“That’s the second armor brigade, first infantry. They were . . .”

	“Okay, and go back to the units in Europe.”

	The general paused before flipping back to show the remnants of the First Autonomous Division, holding on to the naval base in the Crimea, and the remaining brigades on the Georgian coast or just over the border in Turkey.

	“These units,” Adam said as he stood up and leaned over the table. “Show me the whole theater of operations.”

	There was some scrambling while they pulled up a map of the whole Asian landmass. It was covered in the markings of Chinese and Russian forces.

	“These units are poised for a counterattack!”

	“Mr. President, we can’t launch a counterattack right now. Our boys are low on supplies and grossly outnumbered. It would be suicide.”

	“Not,” Adam said, holding up a finger in the general’s face, “not if the counterattack comes as a follow on to a full nuclear strike!”

	“Mr. President!” Rainier said. “We can’t launch a nuclear attack, we no longer have the assets in position.”

	“We can launch a strategic nuclear attack. We still have the missiles.”

	“Strategic missiles?! No, Mr. President, you can’t order . . .”

	“I can and will. Desperate times gentlemen. If you’d done your jobs with a modicum of competence these past three years, we wouldn’t be in this mess, but here we are, so now I will take the only course of action you have left me. Begin drawing up orders to all these units for a massive counterattack along their respective operation corridors. It’ll commence tomorrow morning local time. Where is Sergeant Nickels? Someone find him and get me the nuclear codes. I’ll authorize the attack for, um, three AM Beijing time on the eighteenth, whenever that would be here.”

	“That would be two o’clock tomorrow afternoon,” Manny told him.

	“Perfect, that’ll work. Come on gentlemen, let’s get this going.”

	“Mr. President,” I said. For whatever reason, the fact that I almost never spoke at these meetings, the little crack in my voice, or the sudden volume I had not meant to add, my comment had everyone in the room looking at me. “Mr. President, you can’t be serious about this.”

	“I am absolutely serious, Sam.”

	“We’re talking about mutually assured destruction. They’ll respond with their own missiles. It’s . . .” I looked around at the room. “You’ll be bringing about the end of the world!”

	“Sam, look around you. The world has already ended! I’m the president of the United States, hiding in a fallout shelter while rebels overrun the country. What am I afraid might happen in a nuclear exchange? With any luck the Russian and Chinese counterattack will wipe out all these secessionists. We’ll kill all our enemies in one fell swoop. This is perfect. Come on gentlemen, let’s get going, get started on those orders.”

	I wandered out of the map room just as Nickels, the marine with the nuclear briefcase, came rushing in. For a moment I considered trying to stop him, tackle him, but I realized it would do no good. He was thirty years younger than me and had twice the muscle, and there were plenty of people around ready to help pull me off so he could complete his duty. I considered instead going to find a gun, coming back in and just gunning down the president before he could proceed.

	That night I skipped dinner and almost skipped sleep. I ended up wandering around the empty congressional offices and chambers. I sat up in the galley above the Senate hall, at the same seat where I had seen Adam gave the ‘torch of liberty’ speech. I made my way down and stood at the front of the hall, where he stood when he gave the speech, and looked out at the dark and empty room.

	The next day Adam was up early, looming over the map table. It displayed the attack plan for this latest operation. He had stayed up most of the night putting it together. The whole thing was organized in such haste it did not even have a fun or cryptic name. Adam spend the whole morning making updates, reconsidering options, getting orders redrafted and resent. He demanded reports on troop readiness, on the status of the forces poised for the counterattack, on what they had heard from the missile silos and submarine crews with their fingers on the trigger. Rainier and Juarez kept saying they had nothing to report.

	We broke for lunch. Adam ate in the front conference room, sitting at the chair closest to the door to the map room, always glancing over his shoulder, awaiting updates. Eve and the remains of his inner circle ate with him. I chose to distance myself, eating on the far side of the cafeteria.

	The two o’clock hour rolled around. Adam broke from his post-lunch conversation with the inner circle to bounce over to the map room and demand an update. By now everybody had heard what was happening. The aides and staffers gathered there at the open doorway. I came over myself to stand at the back of the crowd and listen.

	“So gentlemen,” Adam said. “For the love of God, give me an update. What is our status? How long before we start confirming the blasts?”

	“Mr. President,” Rainier said. We all waited, but he said nothing more. For all the two or three dozen people waiting there, the whole place fell silent.

	“Mr. President,” Juarez said. “The missiles have not been launched.”

	There was another pause, this one somehow even more silent.

	“We received no confirmation of any of the codes we sent,” Rainier said. “None of our strategic missiles are active. There will be no launch.”

	In the ensuing pause I pushed my way forward to the front of the crowd. I could not hide my elation at this news. Once at the front though I saw Adam, posed leaning over the map, taking short deep breaths. He dropped into his seat and looked around.

	“Could everyone other than Manny and the military officers please leave the room?”

	Right away Epstein and his civilian aides came scrambling to get out. The crowd backed away to give them space. Once they were clear I reached in to grab the double doors and pull them closed.

	Even then, with those big doors closed tight, those of us in the outer conference room could hear everything Adam shouted.

	“What the fuck! When the fuck did the entire military command become a collection of traitors and liars and cowards! You all think you’re so much fucking better than me because you’re officers and I was just a corporal! You fuckers make me sick! You bunch of dog-licking, cocksucking, ignorant, incompetent, brass-polishing fucktards! You’re not fit to command, you’re not fit to lead armies! You’re barely fucking fit to shine my fucking shoes. Here, fucking Admiral, you’re demoted to shoe shiner! Shine my fucking shoe!” Right here there was a thud that, I had no doubt, was a shoe being hurled against a wall.

	“Fucking just don’t fucking get it! I give you orders and you just fucking ignore them. Honor, courage, and commitment! Can’t I get at least one of those fucking values out of you filthy no-good boot-lickers!?”

	“Mr. President . . .” That was Manny, trying to get a word in.

	“This is all your fucking fault! Not just today but everything, this whole war! We would have won by now if you had any sort of military bearing! I’m not even asking for competence, just a modicum of respect for the office and for your own fucking uniforms. Fuck it, from now on I don’t want to see any of you in uniforms. You can show up to these meetings wearing hospital gowns and dunce hats and fucking big soft mittens so you don’t fucking hurt yourselves with a pen or something! Un-fucking-believable! Is my fucking shoe shined yet Admiral shoe-shine! Get the fuck on that, I wasn’t kidding, you incompetent piece of shit. You, Juarez, give me your hat! I’m going to take a shit in it and set it up in this chair and ask the shit for advice. I should get the same results when I give it orders, right! Fucking incompetents! If I had replaced you all with a bunch of privates I would have gotten better results! There’s a fucking plan, I should have sacked every fucking last one of you and promoted somebody else, maybe random college freshmen, at least they might do what they were ordered to do by their superior officer, huh! God fucking damn it, we’ve lost the war because of you shallow, cowardly, empty-headed fart-bags!”

	Around me, among the aides and secretaries, there were horrified looks. I was unsure if this was because of the talk of launching nuclear war or just because, unlike the military brass, they were unused to hearing Adam’s outbreaks.

	Inside the map room the shouting stopped. I strained to hear what was being said.

	“The war is lost. America is lost. There’s nothing left for me to do but die.”

	“Mr. President,” Manny said. “Everything isn’t lost yet. You’re still alive, you still have some loyal men around you.”

	There was another long pause. “Somebody find Dr. Graham,” Adam said, “and anybody else who hasn’t given up or betrayed me. Get them here as soon as you can.”

	 

	As it turns out, Dr. Graham, Martha, and their six children were hunkered down at their home in northwestern Washington, just inside the national guard perimeter. They arrived in a military convoy that evening. The kids had been cooped up in their home for over a month now. They bounced with excitement during the elevator ride down to the main shelter level, and then tore out across the empty halls.

	Martha was much more sedate, finding Adam as soon as she got off the elevator and coming over to fall into an embrace. “We were so worried,” she said. “We didn’t know what had happened to you.”

	“It’s good to see you bud,” the doctor said, hugging Adam as well.

	“Oh, Jonah. How did it all come to this?”

	“It’s a lack of faith. The American people, they lacked your strength of faith. They were too corrupted by liberalism for too long, they couldn’t find that deep reservoir of faith to hold out to the end.”

	“Hmm. You’re so right. We came so close but it . . . it just wasn’t enough.” He clapped the doctor on the shoulders. “How are things in Washington?”

	“Not so good. We’ve been without power a couple days now.”

	Hearing this Adam turned to the National Guardsmen who had come in with the Grahams and asked for a fuller explanation. Their commander explained that the rebels fighting to control the area now occupied all of Alexandria and Arlington and had reached the banks of the Potomac. The main bridges into the city had been destroyed, but the secessionists controlled the Woodrow Wilson Bridge and were advancing into the southern end of DC.

	“God,” Adam said. “Then it all really is lost. We can’t even hold on to the capital.”

	“Washington hasn’t fallen yet,” Epstein said. “There is still time to evacuate sir. Perhaps we should leave and join Secretary Geare and the others out west.”

	“Absolutely not. If I abandon our capital city then what are we still fighting for? It gives legitimacy to this entire uprising. No, I will maintain control here or die trying.”

	“In that case sir, we could pull the National Guard units in Baltimore to reenforce the south side of the district.”

	As pathetic and pointless as this sounded to me it ignited a little spark in Adam’s eyes. “Yes, yes, excellent. Good idea, Mr. Secretary. Make it happen right away.”

	Adam elaborated for a moment on just what he wanted, which National Guard units were to be redeployed, where they were to set up, what rules of engagement they were to follow. With his instructions outlined in detail Epstein scurried back to the map room to confer with the officers and enact this futile little plan.

	As soon as the Defense Secretary was gone, the little ember he had kindled in Adam faltered like a flame in a torrential storm. The president hobbled, his left leg seeming to give out and forcing him to lean on Eve for support, over to the head of the nearest cafeteria table. He flopped down there, took a deep breath, and looked around at his inner circle.

	“Are you okay, sir?” Kris, who had arrived with Dr. Graham, asked.

	Adam shook his head. “There is no hope left.”

	“It can’t be that bad, Mr. President. I mean, for example.” She pointed across the way. Everyone turned to see that, encircling the cafeteria, were a series of portraits or pictures of past presidents. Kris was pointing to the one of Abraham Lincoln. “I have to think Lincoln faced darker days than this. Don’t you think you can see us through to victory as well?”

	Again Adam shook his head. “No. I’ve been ruthlessly betrayed in a way Lincoln never was. He found a competent general or two, mine are worse than useless. They never believed in my plans, my orders were never carried out. It’s all finished now. America is dead and will never rise again.”

	“Mr. President, you can’t really mean that.”

	“Maybe in time. Maybe a century or millennia from now the spark of faith will kindle in a new generation and God will find a new messenger for His great plan, but for now America and the faith and belief it stood for are lost. Dr. Graham is right. The country was too far gone, the culture too far corrupted. The American people just weren’t ready, weren’t strong enough for the mission God set for them. As much I tried to hold it all together, to accomplish God’s great plan for us all, it just wasn’t enough, and now we all suffer His divine wrath. It might as well all burn. We deserve nothing more.”

	 

	That Thursday we got an update from a political news stream we thought had stopped posting. I realized when it came in just how much slower everything online had become the last few weeks. News did not update by the minute, or even by the hour. Email took hours or days to process, almost like sending actual physical mail. Everywhere there were dead links, dead sites, unloadable streams.

	The updates that flowed in that day focused on Congress. As it turned out the Senate had still been in session, with just over half the senators remaining to argue over the articles of impeachment sent them a few weeks earlier. This had broken down the previous day and the senators, in much consternation, had adjourned without voting on removing the president. Those that were left had gone home, or gone to add their voices to the competing constitutional conventions now being held.

	Though he did not rise to soaring rhetoric this news did put a gleam in Adam’s eyes. “This is just more evidence that these Democrats and rebels are not some organized front,” he said over lunch. “As I’ve said all along these secessionists sending representatives to these illegal constitutional conventions, they’re a disunity of factions and malcontents. Their only unifying principle is hatred of me, and it seems they can’t even unite on that. These conventions they have, conventions, plural, because they can’t even agree to come together for a single one! All of these conventions they’re holding, they’re not going to create some new constitution the way these senators are promising.

	He stopped, for a moment seeming like he was done, then started again. “Do you know how hard it was to create the real constitution? It took a first draft called the articles of confederation to fail miserably first, then they had to work out something in a massive series of compromises, made in a private meeting, over several months, by some giants of history. These deliberations they’re holding right now, with a bunch of two-bit politicians and activist hacks, is there any chance they’ll produce anything lasting? Any day, any minute really, these conventions will fall apart and all these secessionists battling us will start turning on each other.”

	After lunch some of us headed over to the map room for an afternoon military briefing. Adam was still preoccupied with the news report and what it portended. “Once these secessionists turn on each other,” he said, interrupting Rainier, “our situation will improve markedly. We’ll have some factions looking to align with us against their enemies. We can demand concessions from, say this Ohio militia in exchange for help crushing the, what are these guys, the ‘Free Court Army,’ whatever the fuck that is. Or maybe we will ally with these new confederates to defeat the Texan secessionists. If we hold out a little longer all sorts of interesting scenarios start to present themselves. Anything is possible. Sorry, admiral, please continue.”

	Rainier started again, going through the reports, or lack thereof, from the remaining embattled forces still loyal to Adam and the federal government. Those that did report in were often held up in city cores or military bases, low on supplies and ammo, and under siege from motley collections of militias or defectors or miscellaneous armed civilians.

	“Hold on,” Adam said, interrupted again. “What is the status of the Fortieth National Guard units we sent to reenforce DC?”

	The Joint Chiefs chairman shot a glance at his fellow commanders. “There, uh, there has been no report there, sir.”

	Like Rainier, I half expected a lurch into a sudden diatribe. Instead Adam just nodded. “Let me know the moment you here anything. Or better yet get a report from whoever it is in command of the units already in DC, Major General Warrick, I believe.”

	“Of course, sir.”

	Later that evening dinner was interrupted by another burst of updates on the news streams. If any spirits had been raised by Adam’s talk over the course of the day, this was enough to smash them down again.

	It seemed Secretary Geare and the contingent he had taken to set up a second command at the Eyrie had never made it there, which explained why we had never heard from them. After spending a couple days trying to requisition the fuel for a cross-country flight they had given up and just taken off on Air Force One with enough fuel to reach Chicago. They landed there and again tried to requisition the jet fuel. Instead they ended up arrested by the force calling itself the New Ohio Militia. Now they were back in Philadelphia, under the custody of the constitutional convention.

	A press release from the convention announced the people they had taken prisoner, and any other war criminals from the previous administration that were captured, would be handed over to the International Criminal Court in The Hague to face charges.

	Adam listened, brooding, as Manny read off the news report from a notebook. The rest of us just sat there watching, waiting for another storm burst. Instead the president said nothing. There was a long, thick silence in which everyone stopped eating, stopped talking, and just stared.

	“Whatever else happens,” Adam said, “I must not be taken prisoner. It would be a horrible blow to America if the sitting president were shipped off to that criminal organization, the United Nations, for some show trial. The precedent of using criminal charges to prevent a nation from defending itself . . . no free nation could exist under that kind of restriction.”

	“I guess it’s a good thing we didn’t try to get to the Eyrie ourselves,” Manny said.

	“As I foresaw, that would have been a disaster.

	“What do we do now if Washington gets overrun though?” Epstein asked. “It would not be long then before the Virginia rebels came up here and took this location as well.”

	“We defend Washington to the last,” Adam said, “and then, if it comes to it, I will end it all myself, and it’ll be up to each of you how you want to carry on . . . or not.”

	“Adam,” Eve said, putting a hand on his shoulder, “no, don’t talk like that.”

	“I’m sorry dear, but there’s no other way. This is the plan God has for me and I have to follow it to its conclusion. Even if I could save myself by running to somewhere else I would not do so. The captain also goes down with the ship.”

	 

	Over the weekend what remained of the military command at last broke down. By Sunday night we had gone at least twelve hours without getting any report from any active units anywhere in the country or the world. Calls, online messages, satellite signals, open radio broadcasts, nothing that was sent out got a response. There were no updates on any streams any of us could find online. For a moment I could believe those of us down in this fallout shelter were the last people left alive on Earth.

	That Monday there were no more meetings. Adam told his military commanders and national security team to inform him of any new developments. Then they huddled themselves away in the map room to wait for reports none of us thought were coming, while Adam gathered with his inner circle in the cafeteria.

	It was, we were reminded, Adam and Eve’s wedding anniversary. We toasted them at lunch and again at dinner. Then, at Eve’s request, we cleared away a bunch of the cafeteria tables to create a space for dancing. After a bunch of impromptu prep work we managed to get the lights in the cafeteria dimmed and get a notebook with a music library hooked up to the archaic sound system.

	Fifty year old music was piped across the whole complex that evening while people danced in the cafeteria. Alex Badillo went off and found a high powered flashlight from a store room on the lower level, then brought this up and tried to set it up in front of a spaghetti stainer from the kitchen in order to create a sort of disco ball effect. It was not as impressive as he hoped but everyone appreciated the effort.

	I danced that evening with Eve and Kris and Martha and some of the publicists and secretaries from the inner circle. The notebook we hooked up played ‘November Rain’ and ‘Time After Time’ by Cyndi Lauper and ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart.’ The last of the champagne to be found in the complex was broken out, and I partook of a glass. Eve did not want to stop dancing, and Adam indulged her, forbidding anybody from turning in early with a jovial bark. I could not be sure how many knew he was being facetious and how many thought he might genuinely kill them if they tried to slip out early. All of us stayed up well past midnight, when at last the first couple turned in and the music was turned off.

	On Tuesday morning we all awoke to find another update had trickled out of the news streams. It told, in detail, the story of Director Hemming over this past week.

	First off, she had not taken the troops and agents given to her and assaulted Philadelphia as ordered. Instead they had gone south to link up with the GSA agents defending their headquarters in Langley. It could be argued that securing GSA headquarters and gathering the forces there was a necessary first step before moving against the constitutional convention in Philadelphia. The director’s next move, however, could not be nuanced to be part of that script.

	Working from her headquarters, Director Hemming began making overtures to the delegation in Philadelphia. The details of this in the news reports were scant. Some made it sound like Hemming was trying to get in on the convention, to be part of writing this new constitution and forming this new government. Others indicated she had offered to surrender, to turn over all the forces under her command and any locations they controlled, and perhaps to turn over the president and the remains of his administration. It was presumed by the reports that this offer was meant to be in exchange for the director being spared any sort of prosecution, by any new government or by the International Criminal Court. However, one report we found said the director had offered the new government an unconditional surrender.

	Around noon we were hit with another major development. The secret service guards up above radioed down that a convoy of trucks had just arrived. They were a National Guard infantry regiment, with Major General Warrick in the lead vehicle. The general was requesting to see the president right away.

	In short order the general and a couple adjuncts were escorted down the elevator and through the big blast doors to the main presidential conference room. I stood in the doorway to the cafeteria while most of the shelter’s residence gathered and Warrick delivered his news.

	“Washington has fallen sir,” he said. “The so-called Free Court Army has control of the city south of about U street, including the White House. There might still be holdouts, but north of the enemy position it looked like the whole city was burning.”

	“Mr. President, this is it,” Epstein said. “We can’t wait any longer. You have to flee this location at once.”

	“There is little enemy activity to the north and west,” Warrick said. He was a short, trim man with a certain fire in the way he spoke. I got the impression he was trying to emulate Adam’s speaking style. “I believe a breakout in that direction is possible with the personnel we have available here.”

	A long pause followed with everybody staring at the president. As he had with the news about Hemming earlier, Adam just stared ahead, his eyes unfocused. Then, as if emerging from a dream, he turned to Warrick. “Break out to what? There’s nothing north or west, or south or east of here but more rebels and traitors. Even if we got to Whiteman or the Eyrie why should we believe they would be any safer? We’d leave one fire just to jump into another.” His voice was even and soft, lacking the fire Warrick had tried to capture. Adam sighed. “I will not have it all end as the president who slept in fields and abandoned buildings and slipped around the country until he was captured or shot.”

	With a slow, painful effort Adam rose from his seat. He took a moment to look around the table and the room at all those who had gathered. His face looked sunken and the light in his eyes was gone.

	“General,” he said to Warrick. “I am hereby releasing you from my command. You should leave this place and go wherever you think is best, do whatever you can for your men.” By bracing himself on the table Adam forced himself to stand up straight and again looked around at the room. “If anybody here should choose to go with General Warrick . . . I won’t hold it against you. In this world or the next.”

	 

	Throughout the rest of the day and well into the evening Adam remained sealed up in a side office with Manny. Dr. Graham was with them as well at first but emerged around dinner time. “What are you guys doing?” I asked.

	“The president is dictating his last will and testament.”

	I considered this for a moment. “Is it really that long?”

	“The will part is short. It’s the testament that’s taking all the time.”

	I stayed up that night waiting for Adam. One at a time everyone else dropped out and went to bed. It was past midnight when at last Adam and Manny emerged. The president looked at me, almost asleep where I sat at the conference room table, then turned and headed over to his suite. Manny came up beside me and handed me a notebook.

	“He asked if you would proof this and witness it,” he said, and left as well.

	I found myself holding a transcript of Adam’s last will and testament. I scanned it over, then began reading.

	The ‘will’ portion was the more interesting part. Adam gave the Eyrie, and most of his money, to his sister Paula and his nieces and nephews. His remaining step-children got most of his other possessions, including the much loved car he had not driven in years. Whether any of these people were still alive, and if so where they were, seemed as irrelevant as whether or not the money and things being dolled out still existed.

	He also set aside a large sum of money, including current and future royalties from his books, as a fund to establish a presidential library. The will contained copious notes of just what items, what writings, what speeches should be included and how they should be displayed. The place was to be located in Austin, on the site of the warehouse that had once been the National Tea Party headquarters. The infeasibility of all this happening, again, was treated as irrelevant. For all that had happened, I don’t think Adam could bring himself to imagine a world in which he had no legacy.

	As for Adam’s last testament: I don’t know what I expected. Perhaps an answer as to why. Why everything that had happened . . . had happened. Why everything had become so fucked up. What I got was a restatement of the major points from Adam’s books. Liberals and atheists had brought about the destruction of America. The political left had foiled America’s attempt to democratize Iraq forty years earlier, had thwarted the needed confrontation with Russia thirty years ago, had held back from a proper dealing with China during the North Korean collapse fifteen years ago. Liberals had, through their insane meddling, exacerbated these problems and so forced the Hanson administration to deal with them all at once, and even then the leftists had opposed the war, the war they made necessary, and sought to bring about defeat and ruin for America. And now they had succeeded, and as America burned they were dancing and rioting in the streets.

	Adam went on to say that he would not be put up as a trophy in a show trial by the liberal monstrosity now overrunning the nation any more then he would abandon whatever remained of this once Christian nation to go into hiding. ‘As such, I request, after I am dead, that my body be burned and the ashes scattered, lest my mortal remains fall into the hands of the atheist provocateurs who would desecrate my body by stringing me up for display in some wax museum or animatronic horror show.’

	There was a lot more, but it was all just repeats, passages that could have been excerpts from The Torchbearer. Nevertheless, I stayed up much of the night reading the whole thing. It was past four in the morning when I at last finished. After reading the last line I opened the little attachment for the witnesses. Manny had already affirmed it. In the spot next to him I stuck my thumb against the touchscreen. The notebook confirmed my identity and affixed my signature as a witness to the document. That done, and without further comment, without comment on the document itself, without comment out loud, without any thoughts on the matter, I set down the notebook and headed to bed.

	It was well into the morning the next day when I at last awoke. Across the cafeteria I wandered into a meeting already in progress. While Adam had been dictating his will the previous evening his Joint Chiefs and national security team were briefed by Major General Warrick on what he knew of the situation around the country. Warrick himself was gone now, taking his men and a few of the marine guards with him, but Secretary Epstein was passing on the news to the president.

	In Boston, Christina Wilson had been appointed the interim president of the new ‘Commonwealth of New England.’ There were plans for a full election in six months time. Already the European Union and the Republic of Quebec had recognized this new nation and opened up diplomatic relations.

	The convention in Philadelphia was not as clear cut. The recent withdrawal of National Guard troops from Baltimore and other Maryland cities had freed the governor and legislators to form an official state delegation. They joined equivalent delegations from Pennsylvania, Delaware, New York, and New Jersey. Beyond that the representation got murky. Congressional delegations from the Midwest states, and some southern and western states, were present, claiming to represent their respective state governments. Back home those state governments were busy with other conventions, with fighting, or just not existing, and either way did not acknowledge the authority of their congressmen or the Philadelphia convention to do anything.

	Emily Alexander, former House majority leader who was now running this show, had brought in others to boost the legitimacy of the proceedings and advance the claim that this new constitution held for all of America. Aside from congressmen, senators, governors, and state legislators the convention also included Anthony Collins, the special prosecutor; Ben Browning, the former governor of Illinois and former president; and Derrick Holcomb. The talk radio host, and one time close friend of Adam, had joined the convention after being freed from Mirkwood prison when it was liberated by the force calling itself the Continental Army. Derrick’s presence notwithstanding, the Philadelphia convention refused to allow any Nationalist party politicians, which had not helped it make any friends around much of the country.

	In the south the claims of a single legitimate constitutional convention in Philadelphia were being ignored. Fourteen states had delegations in Atlanta, empowered by their state legislatures to negotiate a new confederate constitution. There were irregularities down there too though. A group of congressmen claimed to be representing Texas, though they had been disavowed by the new, independent Republic of Texas. A delegation had arrived claiming to represent Missouri, though reports from that state indicated no state government existed. And of course the Virginia government in Richmond had sent delegates to the Atlanta convention even with the northern half of their state under control of the Free Court Army, whose leadership announced their backing of the Philadelphia convention.

	Of happenings further west, in the Rockies and California, we had no information. Nor was there any word on what, if anything, the Chinese forces on the North Slope of Alaska were doing.

	There was a further report, radioed in from Warrick after he left, stating they had spotted activity from this Free Court Army along the main highway. If they knew of the shelter’s location it would not be long before they arrived.

	Adam listened to all this without reaction. When Epstein was done he sat down and for a few moments nobody said anything. Then at last Adam got to his feet in a slow, painful looking climb. He thanked the Defense Secretary for the report and adjourned the meeting.

	Afterward Adam began making rounds through the complex. He checked on the guards up front, the maintenance people on the lower levels, his original kitchen staff brought in from the White House. Unlike the Adam of old he struggled with some of their names, but still recalled more than I ever could. He asked them how things were going, about personal details of their lives that they were shocked to find he remembered. He asked if he could do anything for them. It was just like many previous conversations he had with the White House staff over the years, which just added to the surreal experience. In the end he thanked each one of them for their service and their loyalty and wished them luck with whatever happened in the future.

	At last Adam gathered his senior-most people in the anteroom of the presidential suite. Dr. Graham and Martha, Manny and his brother, myself, Kris and some other party officials. As Adam stood in the entrance he took his Secret Service lead aside. Although he talked low I heard him as he said, “me and my wife are going to end it all. Afterwards I want you to burn our bodies outside. I don’t want my corpse paraded through the streets by these barbarians.”

	“Mr. President,” the Secret Serviceman said. The look on his face was one of terror. As an ex-military man he reverted to standing at stiff attention. “This is an awful task you’ve given me, but I will do my best.”

	“Thank you. I know you will, you always have.”

	Moving at more a shuffle than a walk, Adam proceeded over to the rest of us. He began going down the line, shaking everyone’s hand, talking and reminiscing. It was like some reception line, like he was greeting guests at his wedding. He talked with Kris about the old days of the Nationalist Tea Party, about his days of giving speeches on street corners and tiny churches. He declared how much he missed Rudy.

	“He was an idiot,” Adam said, “but he was my idiot. I wish he could have been here as well.” He paused for a moment, twisting his face in some contorted thought. “No, I take that back. I would not wish being here on anyone. All of you who have stayed with me have been paragons of loyalty. You should be rewarded for staying true to the end, far more than I or anybody in this world could reward you.”

	For Manny, Adam pulled out a Ruger SR-9 to show off for him. “I’ve had this gun for years,” Adam said. “I keep it with me wherever I go. Usually one of the Secret Servicemen carry it for me these days.”

	“I’ve seen you with it, yes sir.”

	“It’s the gun Angela used to kill herself.”

	His chief of staff had no reply to this, and Adam moved on down the line. Eve, coming along behind him, shook Manny’s hand and said, “take care of yourself, Mr. Badillo. And try to get out of here as soon as you can.”

	“I will ma’am.”

	“Give my regards to the Rockies.”

	“Of course.”

	Alex Badillo asked if the president still hoped to be buried in Austin.

	“I only wish. Perhaps one day they will at least give me a tombstone there. But it should probably say ‘he was a victim of the Pentagon.”

	While Eve followed up with Alex, telling him to put up a tombstone if he ever got the chance, Adam came to stand in front of me.

	“Sam. My prophet. You’ve always been so good keeping me informed of the world. I wonder if I could impose on you now to inform the world of me. After I am gone, I’ll need somebody to set the record straight about what happened, about everything I had to do.”

	I took his outstretched hand and shook it, noticing how his left arm still hung limp and lifeless. “I’ll do my best sir.”

	“I have stuck to my beliefs through everything, no matter what happened. Do you think history will remember me for that?”

	Now I looked up and, for the first and only time, I met Adam’s gaze head on, unswerving. It appeared to me his eyes were already dead, their light gone.

	“I think history will say that about you, sir,” I said. “If anybody cares to ask.”

	To the Grahams, Adam offered a present. It was a data stick, an ancient bit of computer memory storage. He pressed it into the hand of the doctor. “This is my collected works,” Adam said. “All the songs I ever recorded, and the rock opera I always wanted to write. It’s no good, to anybody, but it would make me happy to know you have it.”

	“Of course, absolutely.”

	“Oh, Mr. President. Eve,” Martha Graham said. “Won’t you reconsider? There’s still time to get out of here.”

	Adam and Eve both just smiled at her, arm in arm. They bid us all a last goodbye, then slipped away into the suite’s master bedroom.

	All of us were left still standing out there in another surreal moment. The etiquette for a situation like this, I imagined, did not exist. Were we supposed to remain standing? For how long? I decided just standing there in a line was stupid and walked over to claim the big recliner chair on the other side of the room.

	My move broke the ice and got everyone else taking seats. We remained silent like that, observing a just invented bit of etiquette that said it was impolite to chat during a suicide.

	I was startled, to the point that I jumped a little in my seat, when a gunshot went off. Everyone else looked surprised as well, the whole position of the room resettling as we all turned toward the bedroom door. A few seconds later there was another gunshot.

	All of us just sat there, again unclear on the proper way to proceed. At last Dr. Graham got up from the couch and headed over to the door.

	I followed, as did most of the others. In the bedroom Adam Jonathan Hanson and Eve Lloyd-Hanson lay dead, their bodies slumped on the end of the bed. Eve lay on her side, a bullet hole through her temple, blood pooling down and staining her nice dress. Adam lay flat on his back, the gun still gripped in one hand, his mouth open and a gunshot wound coming out the top of his head. His own blood was spilling onto the dark sheets, almost unseen.

	All of us moved forward and gathered in a little semicircle around the bed. As before etiquette escaped us and we all stood there, silent and uncertain.

	At last, and to everyone’s surprise, Martha stepped forward and began to half-speak, half-sing a short, little song. I realized it was one Adam had written himself, something from his New York period that he had played once or twice during some late night merriment at the Eyrie.

	 

	Could it be that the cheering crowd

	The spirit as far as the eye can see

	Will one day dissolve like a summer cloud?

	Will disperse in the wind and desert me?

	 

	Could be, could be . . .

	 

	I will stay true when failed by all

	Staggering forward, alone and proud

	The flag will only fall when I fall

	And upon my corpse it shall be my shroud

	 

	For a few seconds more I stared at the bodies of the president and first lady, then looked around at all these people, still enamored of Adam.

	I turned and walked out. I did not stop at the anteroom but continued on, through the conference room, through the cafeteria, to the bunk I had claimed. I found my things there, my mobile, my ID, the wool-lined coat I pilfered from the White House. I gathered all this and then headed back toward the blast door exit.

	Crossing the cafeteria again I ran into a group of White House staffers coming up from the lower level. They all looked at me with wide eyes. “We heard gunshots,” one said.

	“The president is dead.”

	All of them stared, at me, at the doorway leading to the conference room, into space. I felt like I should say something more, but no words could match the stunned looks on their faces.

	I realized then, realized in the sense of having known all along but never acknowledging, that in this shelter was the extent of Adam’s mourners. The people that had followed him here believed in him to the end, believed in him still. Outside the militias and impromptu armies and constitutional conventions I had been hearing about in the abstract, I now understood were the real world. Outside this bunker everyone else was rejecting everything Adam had stood for, tearing it down and moving on, and it felt like time I rejoined the rest of the world.

	 

	Adam Hanson was a lot of things. He loved dogs and rock music and mountain hiking, fantasy novels and video games. He was a veteran of a foreign war, twice decorated. He was an obsessive when it came to eating healthy, a man who never drank alcohol and avoided sugar and processed foods. He started his own political party to defy the corporate power of the major parties. He went from the gutters of New York to president of the United States, and managed to become the second longest serving president in American history. He passed groundbreaking legislation and four constitutional amendments that reshaped Americans into second-class citizens and third-world peasants. He started an apocalyptic war and a program of institutional genocide that led to the deaths of tens if not hundreds of millions of people. He was my friend.

	Walking out of the presidential fallout shelter, I did not know what more to think or say about Adam. He asked me to tell the world of him, though I did not think he would like all of what I had to say.

	I reached the blast door and found the guard post unmanned. I let myself out. I was the first to leave after Adam’s death, but over the hours and weeks that followed most everyone else still there would depart.

	In the end it would just be Dr. Graham, his family, and two or three loyal aides still in the place, trying to get a radio message out to the Philadelphia convention or some militia to open up some kind of negotiations. Camp David was never raided by any of these armed groups.

	The Grahams, with so few people, were left with plenty of food and supplies. At some point though, maybe a month later though it’s hard to determine, a fire broke out in the shelter’s electrical system. It spread fast and consumed all the oxygen in the place. Dr. Jonah Graham, his wife Martha, their six children and handful of loyal servants, all died, perhaps quietly in their sleep, perhaps rushing in terror for an exit, I do not know.

	The elevator out of the shelter let me out toward the back of the main lodge. Some time the next day Epstein and the Joint Chiefs and other Pentagon personnel fled Camp David this way en masse. They were on foot, heading after Warrick toward the northwest. They hiked for several days, covering several dozen miles, before being found by the Continental Army. From there they were turned over to the constitutional convention and added to the stockade of officials to be shipped off to The Hague.

	A large portion of the Hanson Administration would end up at the International Criminal Court, turned over and tried as part of a peace accord that also got Chinese forces withdrawing from the North Slope (though not from the rest of Siberia) and most American servicemen still oversees returned home. At The Hague, most of Adam’s cabinet, including Geare, Epstein, Ruben, Chandrakant, Spears, and Franks, stood trial for war crimes. Some Pentagon officials and military commanders were also present: Rainier, Donaldson, Juarez, though among this group most of those not dead already, killed in the Pentagon bombing or the reprisal purge, ended up dying in battle as they attempted to hold out with their few remaining loyalists.

	Rounding out the defendants at The Hague was a miscellaneous collection of others. Rudy Hubert, who had already spent three years in a Connecticut prison on similar charges. Allen Rose and William Forrestal, Adam’s congressional leaders. Frank Popovich, the martial law governor of New York.

	Just about all of them made for pathetic figures during their trials. Bob Geare was alone in holding his head high. His entire defense consisted of telling the judge, the lawyers, and anybody who addressed him in open court to ‘kiss my ass.’ He rejected the court’s authority over him, an American citizen (whatever that meant at this point), and encouraged all the others to do the same.

	When confronted with the evidence, evidence of the use of biological weapons, of the mass imprisonment of political enemies, of a genocidal program to wipe out, in specifically designed death camps, all those deemed unworthy, the whole Hanson administration equivocated. They blamed Adam. They blamed the military commanders who were not present, either dead or still at large. They talked about how what they did was legal in America, about how they operated under the lawful framework of the American government. They claimed to be guided by the higher wisdom of God. They claimed ignorance.

	In the end most of them got long prison sentences. About half were sentenced to life. Not Geare though. After being convicted, on the night before the sentencing hearings were to begin, Officer Bob hung himself in his cell.

	Walking out of the Camp David lodge, through the big conference room where foreign dignitaries once met, I thought about those bound for the ICC, and could not help but wonder if I would end up among them. I wondered what I would say at such a trial, how I would comport myself. Right then I did not know, though I like to think my defense would have been similar to Michael Franks. The former attorney general and martial law governor of California took full responsibility for what had happened.

	“I was with President Hanson,” he said during his sentencing, “on the day he was sworn in as vice-president. We watched a crowd of Nationalists, holding up cell phones like a parade of torchbearers, marching along the street in front of the hotel. On that night I thought we were starting a glorious new era. I never dreamed it would end like this.”

	Outside the lodge I reached the main drive, and saw the hedge into which Director Hemming had backed a rover. It still bore the signs of damage. The director herself would meet no better an end. Her attempts to negotiate some kind of settlement with the new forming governments were ignored. Instead she found herself in a tightening noose as the Free Court Army closed in around her.

	The headquarters of the Global Security Agency held out for three weeks in May before at last being stormed by the secessionists. With the help of defecting agents they took the building with relative ease. Before they could reach Hemming’s office, though, she gave herself a massive dose of morphine, kept in her desk for just this scenario. She was dead by the time they forced her office door open.

	The seizing of GSA headquarters, however, did result in their archive servers falling into the hands of the new Philadelphia government. The GSA had investigated or perpetuated a lot of mysteries during its life, and all were recorded here for posterity.

	From the documented evidence taken it was concluded that, as suspected in the first place, the nuclear bomb used on the night of The Event came from Pakistan. It was stolen by Pakistani officials, who covered their paperwork tracks quite well. No US government department was involved in a conspiracy to provide the bomb. It did not originate in Iran. This fabrication, created to launch the first stage of the Global War, was manufactured by the GSA itself, as were the documents provided to the Russians that corroborated Iranian involvement.

	Likewise it was revealed the army post in Kurdistan, whose destruction by Iranian forces set off the invasion of that country, had never existed.

	The coup attempt that accompanied the death of President McHenry was also not real. The extremists who attacked Adam’s motorcade and almost shot me had been real, but nobody in Washington was involved with them, and nobody arrested as a result of the investigation was ever planning a coup. The evidence against Roland and Smith and the Speaker of the House was all fabricated, and the emails purporting to come from the Minute Men PAC, informing the would-be assassins of the itinerary of then Vice-President Hanson, came from the GSA itself.

	Of course the server also contained plenty about the Permanent Majority initiative: emails and memos, contracts and proposals, procedures and standards related to building and operating the various death camps. All of this would come to light, and I would read up on it and keep up on the revelations in the years ahead.

	Further down the Camp David drive I passed some vehicles, the motorcade that had brought Adam up here in the first place. A few hours after I left, Manny would gather his staff and claim these cars. They left Camp David and headed back toward DC, to begin a search for the vice-president. It was a futile attempt to keep the current government operating.

	They made it to the main highway, but a short distance later ran into an armed band from the Free Court Army. Believing they had some important officials, the rebels attacked, and the Secret Servicemen accompanying the motorcade fired back. In the end everyone in that group, including Manny and his brother, were killed.

	As for the Vice-President himself, Adam Sherman was still alive. He escaped DC and returned to his native Tennessee, where later he would become part of the state government again. The International Criminal Court would have loved to get a hold of him for trial as well, but the new confederate government was allergic to any suggestion of handing over anybody to such an organization, and local politicians were sympathetic to the claim that it was all the doing of Adam, or Director Hemming, or somebody else who was already dead.

	Several former Hanson administration officials escaped ICC justice by fleeing to the south. I was one of them. In the end I made my way back to Tennessee as well, back to Jackson. I liked it there, isolated as it was from the turbulence that would shake the nation following Adam’s death, from the religious persecutions and terrifying new diseases that swept across the deep south, from the expansionist wars Texas waged throughout the mountain west, from the strange ideologies and democratic experiments coming out of the old rust belt.

	For many years I was just trying to survive, living off the good will of those I knew in town, working odd jobs, doing what I could to keep some local servers running and connected to the patchy remnants of the internet.

	Still I would spend a lot of time, in effect the rest of my life, trying to fulfill Adam’s last request of me. I often wonder why he asked me, rather than Dr. Graham or Manny, to tell his story. Perhaps he thought I would be seen as more truthful, a more objective authority. Either way, that is what I have tried to do, collecting as much information as I could to supplement my own memory. I wrote emails, during times when such a thing was available, or paper letters, or even traveled and visited when I could, to people who had known Adam before I did. His sister, his half-sister and half-brother, nieces and nephews, step-children. His childhood friend Abe. Guys who had known him in the army or worked with him as idealistic volunteers in the early days of the party. A couple of the surviving deacons. Angela’s brother. Derrick Holcomb. Helen Holcomb. 

	As much as I hoped to compile the full story of Adam, I also hoped to reach some understanding myself. I don’t know that I ever succeeded. All I could say, after corresponding with so many people, was that Adam was a complicated person. The opinions of him ran an entire temperature gradient. To his political enemies he was cold, calculating, Machiavellian. To his allies and followers, the millions of volunteers who turned out for him, he was cool, hip, in control. To his inner circle he was warm and kind. To his generals and cabinet he was hot and ill-tempered.

	The one thing everyone agreed on was that Adam was singular. He was unique, a Great Man in the annals of history, the type who can emerge from the masses and alone, by personality and talent and force of will, drive the course of human events.

	I could not argue with this, least of all because of its absolving quality. If Adam was singular then without him none of this would have happened. Which meant, just as the men on trial at The Hague claimed, it was all Adam’s fault, and the rest of us were blameless.

	I’m no so sure about that though. I cannot help but think that, if Adam had never been born, America would have invented him. When everything was just right, the economy and the storm on the horizon, the leaves rustling in an autumn wind and the foreboding fear of lawlessness, the sunlight playing off the cumulus thunderheads and the obscured, darkened future of all the new college graduates, when all the right conditions were only a breath away, Adam would have just, sort of, precipitated out of the air.

	I reached the end of the drive. Just off to the side there was a little vegetable garden,  planted by Eve early in the administration and now overrun with weeds. It was here, in the garden, that Adam and Eve would be buried, their burned corpses left in a shallow grave. Adam Hanson, the most dynamic force of the twenty-first century, would meet his end in a little mound of dirt on a forsaken country road.

	All those that left the shelter after me, when they reached the end of this drive, would turn east, heading back toward the main highway. I turned west, for reasons I was unsure of.

	Up ahead the sun was setting. It peaked through between the hills and the clouds, creating alternating pools of light and darkness across the forest ahead. Behind me a mass of dark storm clouds rolled across the sky. A warm, ominous wind picked up, and I pulled my coat close around me as I walked.

	As the wind died a little I chanced to look back. Just then a massive bolt of lightning, bigger than any I had ever seen, came tearing across the sky. I turned back and counted to five before the thunder arrived. It rolled across the land with a building rumble and a reverberating aftershock. Somewhere up ahead it hit a car, setting off an archaic alarm with its series of honks and screeches. This in turn set off a dog barking.

	I continued walking forward. The wind picked up again, sustaining itself this time, jostling the trees, causing their tops to flash as they caught the last bits of sunlight. The car alarm died a piercing, whining death, and the dog stopped barking. The sun slipped down a little more and the clouds reached across the sky. Darkness engulfed the world.

	Then, right on cue, it began to rain.
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