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0. The Journalist.

It all began in June, with a beat-up old car.

Dave was still working in a bookstore somewhere in Minneapolis.  Nate was just starting on a Bible degree and not sure he wanted one.  Sarah was selling clothes at Sears during the day (and trying every weekend to have her first good date), and Josh had just finished a semester in the Air Force R. O. T. C.

Sleeping Kings, the lot of them.

Somewhere between Wichita and Denver, on that searing nothing of a summer drive called I-70, the beat-up old car began to overheat.  It wasn't yet billowing steam (nothing so dramatic as that), but the driver had made this trip before, and he knew better than to push it when the temp gauge started rising.  So he pulled over onto the gravel-strewn shoulder, shut the thing down, and climbed out of the car.  In the back seat, a spilled bottle of Aqua Fina bled its clear mountain water into a dirty, thirsty floorboard carpeting.

The driver was very clearly Arabic, and you could tell at a glance that he wasn't afraid of the stigma that's blossomed in recent years.  He was wearing traditional Muslim garb, and had grown in a full beard that made him look older than he actually was.  The sun was too hot for June, with no shade for miles, so the driver walked to the back of the car and stretched out on the gravel, right up under the bumper.  As he wriggled around, trying to come to terms with the myriad tiny bits of stone that dug at him through his soft garments, a smile suddenly spread across his face.  His eyes danced with some private mirth, and then he closed them, took a deep breath, and to all appearances fell fast asleep in the shade of his dying car.

His name was Phil.  He always introduced himself as Mohammed--with a very serious face and a big laugh that he kept to himself--but his name was Phil and he grew up in Chicago.  His mom was a successful attorney, his dad owned a little bookstore downtown that always got popular during lunch hour.  He'd never left the country.  He'd never studied Islam.  He had almost no interest in the Arabic people, but he was enjoying a little game here in America, messing with their hearts and minds, and he'd been at it for years.

His current predicament didn’t really get to him. Most people, it would have. That stretch of highway is a nightmare. Maybe parts of it are lovely, where the grasslands rolling out to forever meet a golden sunset, or closer in to Denver when the whole western horizon is torn to shreds on the toothy Rockies.  Most of it, though, is just a great empty nothing.  For miles on either side of the road stretch the golden fields of wheat.  Driving down that lonely highway the world feels so empty. Right there in the middle of the most developed nation on Earth, it’s easy to be overcome by the feeling that the whole world has been abandoned and you're the last one left.

What a strange place for man's transformation to begin....

A silver Corvette shimmered in the hot air over the highway as it came into sight.  Smiling Mohammed Phil heard the roar of its engine and turned his head, curious at this sole interruption in an otherwise quiet, sleepy afternoon.

The Corvette was doing ninety-seven, and its driver misjudged.  Her front right bumper caught the rear corner of Phil's overheated Tercel.  The wreck was spectacular.

*

The FBI noticed. They had a file on Phil, and when they heard he had died, they were curious. Clearly something interesting had happened, so they took an afternoon to poke through the debris. As far as anyone could tell, they found nothing. Field agents filed two reports, and journalists across the country read them. They said, in essence, "An accident occurred, two motorists were killed, Phil al-Jabi was involved, and we found nothing unusual to report."

Which words—"nothing unusual to report"—naturally sent up a red flag in every newsroom in the country. They watch for FBI reports, of course, and federal interest in a two-car accident on such a remote stretch of highway drew journalistic interest across the nation.

By the next morning, stories covering the accident appeared in virtually every major paper in the country. It only got one line on Headline News, and that only scrolled past four or five times, ever, but the papers hit the story like it had life.

Phil al-Jabi was a quiet man, respected by his neighbors, liked by his co-workers, and mourned by his mom and dad. Journalists who worked anywhere close to Chicago found themselves standing on the front steps of a nice little house just outside of town, talking with a polite but teary-eyed couple, and wondering what the real story was.

All of them found themselves wondering what the real story was. The whole thing felt like there was some big story lurking, just under the surface, but the harder they dug, the deeper the story seemed to sink. Everyone interviewed had something nice to say about old Phil—"he had such a joyful laugh…" or "when he smiled, you felt like you were part of some great joke…" or "that man really seemed to see something none of the rest of us could…." But every compliment seemed to hang in the air, unfinished.

At the end of the day, there were stories to write, words to set down by deadline and inches to fill for the morning's paper. There were no details—there was no story—but the assignment had been given, the interviews made, and the public needed to know. So the stories appeared, in papers across the country. "Phil 'Mohammed' Al-Jabi, a Chicago man, died Tuesday afternoon in an accident on I-70 outside Goodland, KS. An FBI investigation found no evidence of unusual circumstances, but…." They were un-stories—packed full of hints and implications, but saying essentially, "It was just an accident."

And of the thousands of reporters assigned to pen the stories, there were those among them who felt the burning Need to Know, as intriguing lead after intriguing lead fizzled into, "just an accident." They pursued the gut-feeling that something big had happened, and worked for weeks in intensive research and pressing interviews, trying to find some hint of the real story. They found nothing.

No, the real story of Phil "Mohammed" Al-Jabi was make-believe. Thomas Arlin, a writer for the Wichita Eagle in Wichita, KS, told it. He was bored, tired of his job, and utterly uninterested in a two-car accident halfway to Denver. Actually, no one at the Eagle really considered it that significant a story, but the story was going to run in Kansas City and Tulsa, so it would run in Wichita, too. The editor gave the job to Tom, because the editor didn't like Tom much.

And Tom, returning the professional courtesy, completely ignored the story. He made no effort to interview the family, didn't even try to track down any interesting scoops. He gathered the easy details—'84 Toyota Tercel, '03 Corvette, Chicago man aged 29, and St. Louis woman aged 26, deaths all 'round—then he wrote a straight accident story. It came in at 125 words, and he needed 300. So he ran a Google search, read a Wikipedia article, and tacked on the three paragraphs of uncorroborated rumor and irresponsible supposition that started it all.

(The editor wrote the headline, after reading Tom's story.)

‘HOME-BREW’ TERRORIST KILLED IN CRASH
2 Slain in Remote Crash on I-70

BY TOM ARLIN,
The Wichita Eagle

St. Louis woman Patricia Kay, 26, was killed when her 2003 Corvette collided with a 1984 Toyota Tercel on Tuesday. She was alone in the car.

Also slain was Chicago resident Phil "Mohammed" al-Jabi, 29, the driver of the Tercel. 

The accident occurred on westbound I-70, just outside Goodland, KS. State troopers investigating the crash suspect the Tercel was parked on the shoulder, possibly disabled. They believe the driver of the Corvette was speeding, and had insufficient time to react to the parked car.

Evidence suggests Phil al-Jabi was not in the car at the time of crash, but was close by. 

An FBI investigation into the occurrence officially reported that there was nothing unusual about the accident. 

The FBI investigation was apparently prompted by the involvement of Phil al-Jabi, a student and professed follower of a little-known extremist Muslim sect known as Hiz’ammat. Many adherents of the religion recognize al-Jabi as a religious scholar and prophet. Federal involvement in the accident suggests that Phil al-Jabi may have been a person of interest to the government. However, he does not appear under that name on any terrorist watch lists.

Al-Jabi was a registered member of several local and national organizations dedicated to the spread of Islam and Arabic interests in the U. S. Because of his interest to authorities, his untimely death raised concerns among many in the Arabic community.

Especially of interest to skeptics is the nature of his death. State troopers investigating the crash confirm that there is no evidence Phil was in his car at the time of the accident, prompting some to suspect foul play. FBI sources remain quiet about the nature of their interest in the man.

Tom Arlin's story appeared on A8, right behind a bit about the traffic lights on East Kellogg. Somehow, inexplicably, everyone in town read it.

In offices across the city, people who should have been working were standing around in break rooms and hallways talking about the mysterious accident and what it meant. Stuffy, successful white guys lowered their voices to whisper, "He was an Arab," and said things with their eyes that belonged behind tall white cowls.

At lunch that day, everyone seemed to be reading the paper. Anyone who'd missed the story that morning (buried as it was) was digging it out to find exactly what they'd missed. Anyone who'd read it and passed it over as a straight accident story went straight back to it, eyes darting to those last three paragraphs.

The implications of Tom's simple story shook the city. It's not a city given to emotional response, not a bunch of people seeking out conspiracy theories and government cover-ups. But something about the mystery of the story, the character of the victim, caught them all up and filled them with questions.

The story made the 6 o'clock news that night. Not Tom's story, of course, but the accident. It had been cut right away the night before, but with all the buzz in town Wichita's news directors didn't miss a beat. One and all they led off with a teaser about the weather, a dry joke that wasn't funny, and then one of the anchors reading copy about a curious accident out on I-70.

Response was a wildfire. The morning DJs on every radio station discussed it the next morning, and the calls kept coming. Some listeners swore they knew the man, had studied under him. Some insisted they'd met him once, and he'd seemed like a normal guy. Or a loon, or a prophet, or a dangerous con artist. Probably some of them had met him, but most were just caught up in the story….

The whole town was caught up in the story. Tom laughed that night when he heard news anchors paraphrasing his filler as though it were the real story. He laughed harder on the drive in to work, listening to the callers affirming his implications as gospel truth. He was still chuckling when he reached his desk, dropped his briefcase, and noticed a Post-It on his monitor.

"See me. Ed."

(That the editor's name was Ed had never stricken Tom as funny. More…repugnant.)

But instead of chastising him, or rambling on about the significance of photos in a story on violence, or any of the other kinds of nonsense that normally filled Tom's day, Ed asked Tom to sit in the plush leather chair across from his desk.

He said, "You did good, kid." Then waited, smiling, as though he expected thanks for the unexpected gift of a half-hearted compliment.

Tom's lips curled in a thin smile. "Thanks, Ed. You read my story?"

"Everyone in town has read it!" He laughed a hearty laugh. "Your story sold papers, Tom. First time I've ever had to say that to a reporter. That one story accounted for a significant portion of our sales yesterday. Not only that…at lunch I heard people talking about you."

"Me?"

"You. 'This Tom Arlin fellow knows what he's talking about,' and such. How many times do readers ever notice who wrote an article? Right. Never. You did real good. This is the kind of thing I've been talking about—finding the story in the story. You've got their attention."

Tom shrugged. "Thanks, I guess."

Ed leaned forward, dropped his elbows on the desk and laced his fingers together. His eyes bored at Tom as though he were about to pronounce sentence, "Now, Tom…what are you going to do about it?"

A shrug. "Write something new for tomorrow's?"

Ed laughed. "Actually, I was thinking for Sunday's. You got anything special planned for the rest of the week?"

"Well, I kinda—"

"Good. 'Cause you're going to Chicago. I want a follow-up for Sunday. You've got a thousand words and a color photo, if you can come up with a good one. Let Stacey know when you'll be ready, and she'll get your tickets. I'll take care of expenses. Got it?"

Tom could only sit there, stunned. After a moment, Ed laughed. "That's right, boy. This is what it feels like to be a real reporter. Enjoy it." His eyes glittered. "Now get out of here. Talk to Stacey, then go home and get packed. I'll need the story by noon on Saturday."

So at 11:30, instead of heading to Wendy's for lunch (just for the opportunity to get out of the office), Tom found himself dashing through the long, mostly empty corridors of the airport and hoping he'd make his terminal in time. By noon, he was on his way to Chicago.

*

Tom was a little nervous about meeting Phil’s parents, worried they might hiss and scream at him for his fabrications. When he met them, though, he found them to be friendly people, clearly overwhelmed by all the attention piled on top of their own grief. They probably hadn’t even read his story.

He met them for the first time early on Thursday, three hours before the funeral. Their eyes grew wide when they heard he’d come all the way from Wichita, and they apologized for having to refuse an interview, but the funeral was only three hours away. Almost as an afterthought, they invited Tom. He needed a color picture, so he agreed.

The funeral was a secular event—with not a hint of religion throughout. The mother and father both sat front and center, as a handful of Phil’s friends, professors, and coworkers each took the podium for a few short words. They were kind words, all, and Tom heard the same things reporters had been hearing in interviews for days. More about Phil’s private jokes, his sense of humor, and even here, even surrounded by the people closest to him, all of their accounts held that same hesitation, that inability to completely define the dearly departed.

Tom noticed, and for the first time his curiosity was piqued. He listened to the cheerful or tearful anecdotes, he watched the speakers’ eyes. He leaned forward in his seat as the mother and father approached the casket, and he could see even in them the look of distance, the struggle to comprehend—not just the tragedy, but the boy himself. He got a fantastic photo, fine black clothes and the white marble coffin against the sharp green of the well-tended grass. He caught the shine of the mother’s tears on her high cheekbones. Front-page perfect.

When the funeral ended, Tom joined the rest of the guests to file past the grave, and pay his quiet, generic respects. Afterward he found the mother and father, whispered his sympathy and asked when would be a convenient time for an interview. The mother began to cry. The father said six o’clock.

He killed a couple hours at a little cinderblock box of bar nearby, popped an Altoids meant to hide the stink of cheap beer, and met the parents promptly at six. The mother wrinkled her nose at the smell of stale smoke on him, and excused herself to get him an iced tea. The father finished a can of beer and tossed the empty onto a pile of others. Tom waited, trying to look sympathetic.

The father said, "Bastards finally got him." Tom just shook his head. The father opened another can, and said, “He was just a kid.” He met Tom’s eyes, his bloodshot and piercing. “He was just a kid searching for something.”

Tom nodded. The mother brought Tom a sweating glass, then mumbled something and left the room. Time slid past.

The father looked up again, then down at the floor. “The worst part is, now his message will never be heard.”

Tom crossed and sat down on the other end of the couch, idly rolling a pen through his fingers. After a moment, he leaned forward and put a hand on the father’s shoulder.

"I'm here," he said, "to make sure that doesn't happen. I'm gonna get his message heard." He turned to Tom, eyes flooding with hopeful tears, and Tom felt intensely out of place. For the first time since he'd come to Chicago, he felt like an intruder.

The father broke that feeling an instant later. He shoved a finger hard into Tom's chest and said, "Damn straight!"

He nodded, face serious, and took a long drink.

It took him half an hour to convince the father to take him to Phil’s old place. It took another hour for them both to convince the mother, but Tom didn’t have anything else to do in Chicago. He waited, patient, and practiced looking trustworthy. Eventually she caved.

It was a sad little apartment up crumbling concrete steps (and most of them clinging to the rusted railing to stay upright), and through a thin wood door with peeling paint in three different colors from three different decades.

Inside, the living room felt like a college professor's office. All the walls were covered with cheap Wal-Mart bookcases, including the front windows, so that the only light in the room, once the door was closed, were the thin sharp lines where the chemical white of the streetlights outside bled around the edges of the shelves.

Phil’s father found the light switch, and an orange glow washed over the piles of books, thick binders full of printed pages all colored in pink and yellow highlighter. A massive office desk stood in one corner of the room, and behind it—the only wall space not occupied by bookcases—hung a massive color map of the Middle East, and beside it a long scroll fragment, framed, six feet tall and six inches wide.

Tom whistled softly.

"What is all this?" he said, looking around the room in awe. Every flat surface in the apartment held an open book, or a binder, or just piles of printed pages, half face-up and the other half down. "What is this?" he said again.

The mother grabbed the father's arm. "This is a mistake, man. We shouldn't have brought him here."

"No, honey," the father said. "He's cool." It was an idea fostered mainly by two hours of Tom looking sincere while he swilled warm beer—an exhausting afternoon, but Tom had a frontpage follow-up to write, and he needed something good.

On that note.... "Phil had something to tell the world," he said. "I can get it told." They hadn't seemed to notice that he just wrote for a paper in Kansas.

"It's what Phil would have wanted," Tom said. The mother looked concerned, but the father nodded and put a hand on her arm.

“It’s what Phil would have wanted,” he said.

She sighed and wiped a tear from her eye. “Okay," she said to Tom, "this is Phil's research. Phil was a student of a major sect of Islam. Hizzesh--"

"Hezbollah!" The father said. Tom and the mother both looked at him in surprise. She looked angry.

"Hiz'ammat," she said. "He called it Hiz’ammat.”

The father punched a finger into Tom’s chest, and said, “He was a prophet. It's an ancient sect of Islam that has been aggressively persecuted in the States, to the point that most people here have never heard of it. Mohammed learned about it on a trip to Mecca back in high school." Tom knew better than that. Phil had written up a long Wikipedia article on it, with accompanying reference articles, but there was no other word of it anywhere on the net. As far as he could tell, it was made up. He nodded anyway, deeply serious.

The mother looked at him, eyes wide, "Really?" she said. "He told you that?"

"It's true," he said, cutting her off, and he was somewhere between rage and grief, both warring in his voice. "I've heard stories you haven't heard. He learned the truth, you know, and he's been trying to tell it for years but no one listens."

"How..." Tom trailed off, eyes lost among the incredible number of books. Finally he said, "How could they keep this quiet? I’ve been researching him for days now, and I haven't heard anything about this research. Just look at all this!"

The father said, "They kept it quiet, is how!" His voice was a low growl. "They're really good at it. They've been doing it for years."

The mother placed a calming hand on his chest, shushing him, but he leaned over her to hiss at Tom. “She doesn’t believe," he said. "She never belived.” Tom saw tears leaking from her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. The father went right on, “And she didn't want us to talk to the reporters. She said they'd just make him look like a fool."

Tom thought, "Smart lady," but his mind was already racing ahead, testing leads, trying phrases, piecing together his article. And, thing was, after the nonsense he'd written last week, it would actually be easier to go with Phil on this than to write the true story, showing the kid for a kook. Sure, he'd be proven wrong in a week or a month, but what would that matter? He had fifteen minutes. He had one feature, in a little Wichita paper, and it would probably be his only front page ever. Might as well make it big.

There wasn't a dramatic crack of thunder when he decided that, no lightning strobe to show the world a nefarious plot had been set in motion. There was a sad, drunk old man, a teary-eyed woman trying to keep her composure, and a thirty-something reporter with more cynicism than professional ethics. He had the father point him to the good parts.

Around four in the morning, on the way back from the bathroom, Tom saw the bedroom door was open and he stepped in, discreetly looking around. He found a private diary in the second drawer from the bottom—a diary that told quite a different story from that in the research journal open on Phil's office desk.

Tom pocketed it, and got back to the living room to finish his research.

It was just him at that point. The mother was curled up on the couch, a pillow between her knees and a blanket bunched under her head. The father made it until dawn, helping Tom find the best material, but he finally crashed in the easy chair. Tom didn't even take a break. He was still taking notes when the father shook himself awake, just a little before noon, and demanded that Tom leave. 

Mostly sober now, and fully hungover, the father really regretted inviting a stranger into Phil's secret world. He was loud about it.

By that point, though, Tom had everything he needed. He backed out of the apartment making soothing gestures, then made his way to a nearby gas station and looked up the number for a cab.

He went back to his hotel and, even as his eyes were falling closed, he mashed out a draft of the story on his dinosaur of a laptop. He sketched in the details: the ancient philosophy persecuted, the scholar slain with his message unheard, the questionable involvement of the government in it all. He liked that last bit. It had sold his first story, and he had a lot more to work with now. 

All of it was a sham, he knew that for a fact, but there was enough substance to it to make the story hold, at least for a while. Phil had taken care of that. Tom chuckled at that thought, then collapsed into his lumpy bed and passed out.

He slept for four hours. When he woke up, he reread the story as he'd written it, and rewrote the whole thing from scratch. Same ideas, still, just better polish. He ate a cold sandwich from his fridge, leftovers from yesterday's lunch at Bennigans, and then he went back to sleep. He woke up at dawn, and rewrote the story one more time, polishing it until it gleamed.

And that was the copy of the story that the A. P. picked up four days later. Ed called to tell him, and as Tom was hanging up the phone, he thought to himself, "If you're going down in a blaze, the bigger, the better." That was Sunday night. He slammed three beers, and went to bed. In the morning, his words went out, to everywhere, and the world started to tremble.

Of course, these things don't happen in a week or a month. They take time. It took nearly three years before Adam really noticed, and he was one of the first.

1. Sarah.

The story of America’s descent into chaos is a long one, and a complicated one, and there’s probably no one left alive who could tell it from start to finish. The most important parts of it, though, revolve around six college kids from the Midwest. These kids weren’t around when Arlin wrote his story, but they saw it played out, several years after that journalist sold fiction as fact. These are the kids who recognized the world for what it had become, and decided to take their turns reshaping it into something better. 

Their story began on a warm day in spring, when Adam showed up on Sarah's doorstep. Adam was like that, showing up without warning. To her great credit, Sarah's first reaction on seeing his face was to smile. And then, immediately after that, to laugh. 

"You're back," she said.

He nodded. "For a little while.”

She gave him a hug, and then Adam asked her if she wanted to catch a particular movie that had just come out, and she said she’d been thinking about going all day, so they headed right out. Adam thought it was horrible and Sarah really loved it. It was fun.

After the movie, they sat together at a quiet, expensive little restaurant that specialized in pastries but made really good coffee, and they talked. Sarah had a muffin, and thought that she shouldn't. Adam had a coffee, and thought that Sarah was cute.

"I guess it was a pretty bad movie," Sarah said. "I liked it, though."

Adam laughed. "It had its moments. Better than I expected, really, but that's not saying much." Sarah nodded. "What bugs me is that there were so many parts of it that didn't make sense in that context, but that I'd agree with outside of the story, y'know. Just like with The Matrix--"

Sarah rolled her eyes, "Why does it always come back to The Matrix?"

Adam laughed, "That movie was about everything. That’s the whole point. It’s the first time in my life that I’ve got a touchstone I can use to explain some of my core beliefs to pretty much anyone. The Matrix–the first one–introduced the general public to new ideas. This movie...well, it may be a major phenomenon, and everyone’s all up in arms about the message, but it doesn't have any magic behind it. It doesn’t have the power to really get people moving."

Her eyes opened wide. "You're kidding, right?" He shook his head. "But, Adam, everyone in the country is talking about this movie. When The Matrix came out, it was only nerds talking about it. And, when all was said and done, all it had going for it was a bunch of pretty cool fight scenes. You call that magic, and this nothing?"

"No, no, no. Not like...Hollywood magic. I'm talking about real magic. I'm talking about changing the world. All this movie will do is get people talking, but The Matrix discussed, all casual-like, exactly how people can shape the world around them. That's a big deal."

She studied him for a moment, sorting through his ideas, then took a bite of her muffin. "Mmm," she said. Then, "so you're on to Post Modernism again, are you?"

"Technically, Social Constructionism."

"Whatever." She said it with a smile.

He smiled back. "Whatever. It's important, though."

"Whatever." She took another bite, fed him another smile. "So, forget the movie. What are you up to? Why are you back?"

"I kinda felt like Nate could use some company. He's not really sure where he's going or what he wants to do. He sent me an email saying he was thinking about switching to Computer Science next semester, and then a week later it was French Literature. Not that him changing majors is a big deal, but...y'know, there's got to be something else going on, so I thought I'd drop by and see how he's doing."

Sarah brushed some crumbs off the table, not meeting his eyes. "That's kind of a long trip, just to see how Nate's doing."

"Nate's an old friend. I'd go a hell of a long way for an old friend. You know that." He smiled at her, and she almost blushed. "Besides, I get to make a few stops on the way, and some of those would make the trip worthwhile all by themselves." There was the blush, and her eyes came up from the table. He grinned at her. "Even if I do have to watch a crappy movie or two."

"Fair enough," she said, then she leapt to her feet. He took a last sip of his coffee and followed her toward the door.

As they slipped out into the too-bright afternoon, he chuckled and asked, "So, what are you making me for dinner?" She ended up making fajitas. Not a lot of work, and one of Adam's favorite meals. 

Her apartment was upstairs, and tiny, and she didn't much like it, but the kitchen opened onto the living room so she could talk to him while she cooked. She could watch him while he watched an old Simpsons.

While the strips of chicken sizzled, she leaned a little over the stove and said, "Whatcha been up to?"

He shrugged. "Changing the world. Punching the clock. That sort of thing."

"No, really," she said. "You've hardly told me anything about your life since you moved off. What are you doing?"

He glanced over at her, smiled half a smile, and then his eyes were back on the TV. "I'm teaching, actually. Substituting, for now, but I've got something lined up for next semester, or maybe the spring. Only been doing that for a semester, though. Before that I was working at the university—"

"You're taking classes again?" She sounded surprised, and he laughed.

"Actually, no, but sometimes you can get away with living like a student even when you're not one."

"But now you're teaching."

He nodded. "Now I'm teaching. Molding innocent minds. That sort of thing."

She stirred the chicken for a moment, trying to picture Adam in a classroom. It didn't work. "Is there a girl?"

"Twenty-two," he said, deadpan, but he broke into a grin when her jaw dropped. "And sixteen boys. Classes are ridiculously overcrowded."

Sarah threw a hand towel at him, even as she laughed. "You know, I've heard that,” she said. “Chicken's ready, if you want to fix your plate." He jumped up and came over to the kitchen, grabbing one of the plates she'd set out and helping himself to a couple tortillas. While he was busy chasing a chicken strip around the edge of the frying pan, Sarah leaned back against the dish washer, watching. "It must be kind of lonely."

"Not really," he said. He put down the spatula and grabbed the bit of chicken, dropped it on the tortilla. He turned to her, licking the spices off his fingers. "I mostly just keep busy. I've made a couple friends, but, y'know, nothing serious. Oh! James is there."

She looked at him for a moment, confused, then, "James? James? Like...high school James?"

He grinned. "Yep. Ran into him at Barnes and Noble, and he recognized me somehow."

Sarah laughed, "I told you you should grow a beard."

"No, it was good. It was fun. It was...honestly, it was strange. He's still the same guy he was back then. I mean, he still believes the kinds of things you believe when you're a kid. We started getting together regularly, for coffee and conversation sort of thing. It was nice for a while, but," he trailed off, staring down at the plate in his hands. After a moment, he seemed to focus and realized he was staring at a cooling plate of fajitas.

He took a long step out of the way, faked half a bow, and said, "Make yourself some food. This smells too good to let it get cold. Couch or table?"

She shrugged as she grabbed the other plate. "Couch is fine. But turn on something else. I watched that episode yesterday."

When she dropped onto the couch beside him, he turned off the TV. He was already finished with one fajita, and starting on a second, but by the time she was settled he ignored his own advice and put it on his plate, set it aside.

"So, here's the thing," he said, clearly caught up in his story. Sarah quirked an eyebrow over a mouthful of chicken, urging him to go on. "James is working on a Masters, right? He went Psychology and Lit for his undergrad, and he's into...I think Lit, now, but I'm not sure. Anyway, I kinda got the impression that he coasted through the Bachelors, because when I started talking Post Modernism it was like he had no idea what I was talking about. He knew the words, but it was like the ideas were completely new to him."

"Maybe he just didn't get into it. I've heard you talk about it a lot, Adam, and most people really don't think the way you do."

"Nope,” he said, shaking his head. “That's definitely not it, because he ate it up. I think it's more likely his teachers just never explained any of it, because when I started explaining what deconstruction implies, and what it all means when you take it out of literature and apply it to, y'know, the human condition, it was like he came alive." 

Adam sighed and sank back against the couch. "He went kind of crazy, to be honest. At first I really liked talking to him. It was nice to have a familiar face, y'know, even if it was James. And it was great to find someone who wanted me to talk Social Constructionism." Sarah opened her mouth to argue, but he silenced her with a look. "No, you know what I mean. You'll let me talk about it, and you find it interesting, but you don't get it, just like you said. Really, that’s what I miss most about Nate, but even he is always trying to tie it into some historical context. James, though...."

She nodded. "He always sounded pretty obsessive."

"Nah, he was just a big dork. I mean, yeah, obsessive I guess, but it was always just the kind of things dorks get obsessive about. This was different. He...he believes in Social Constructionism, now. Not believes that it happens—it's become like a religion for him. It's creepy. I haven't talked to him for several weeks."

She cocked her head to the side, smiled a sarcastic smile. "Several weeks? That's not even worth mentioning coming from you. You can go months without talking to your best friend."

"True," he said, and she couldn't tell whether he was playing guilty, or if he truly felt it, but it didn't really matter. "On that note," he said, "I've got somewhere I've got to be, and it's not exactly a short drive. Do you have any plans next weekend?"

She shrugged, "I was supposed to go see my mom, but I could maybe—"

"No, don't worry about it. I'll give you a call on my way back through, and if you're available we could grab dinner or something. On me, this time. But summer's coming and I should be around a lot more, so don't go canceling any plans."

She studied him for a moment, eyes sharp on his, and then she smiled her warmest smile. "I'm glad you came by, Adam. Finish your dinner." It was after sunset when he left, but he'd always kept odd hours. He spent most of the night driving.

*

Sarah was up late, too. It was a Thursday night and she only had a half-day tomorrow, but by the time Adam left she was starting to feel like she might not make it in to work at all.

She threw a movie in the DVD player, and fixed her eyes on 27 Dresses or Sex in the City or something of the sort. Her thoughts were miles away, headed toward Oklahoma....

She spent the whole night thinking. Adam had always made her think. Really, they all did, but Adam was the worst. The best. Whatever. She thought about his endless lectures on Social Constructionism—he thought it was really important—and his casual discussion of world events, and the way he could look into her eyes when she had a problem, any problem, and say the words that made her feel better.

She sighed as she scrubbed out the frying pan (and, in the background, Reese Witherspoon or someone like her was delivering a great one-liner). It wasn't romantic—not exactly. It was Adam.

"And he could disappear at any moment," she said, and then frowned to herself. That wasn’t entirely fair. He could show up without warning, too, and what a day it had been....

She finished with the dishes and took a cup of hot tea back to the couch with her. She sat down, settled into the couch, and then the movie ended. Argh. It took her ten minutes standing over the DVD rack before she smiled and grabbed The Three Musketeers (the Disney one) and fired it up.

And, of course, that left her thinking about friends. Adam had been really big on friends, on a close circle of totally dependable friends. Actually, that had probably been Nate's influence, but Adam had worked hard to make it work. Until he left, anyway.

She frowned to herself again. That wasn't really fair, either. She'd moved, first, he'd just moved further. She missed them. She missed Oklahoma, kind of, in a way. It wasn't the place, though. She'd grown up in St. Louis, and she liked being home, but she missed life the way it had been.

She laughed at that (and at d'Artagnan, at the same time). She could hear Nate clearly, patiently explaining that it could never be the way it had been. That it never really was, actually, not the way she remembered, anyway.

But she missed the support, sometimes. She missed being able to help them, too. She'd been there for every one of them as often as they'd been there for her, and that had always made her feel important. She felt like she was part of something big, something that really mattered, when they'd all get to talking about the world. Late at night, it always felt like they were about to figure it out.

And suddenly, way too soon, the movie was over and she was watching credits, and she realized she'd missed her favorite line. On a whim she skipped back and replayed it, laughing at the look on Porthos's face. Then she shut off the TV, grabbed a pile of laundry she'd folded, and headed to her room.

Her bed was cool and comfortable, but she didn't fall asleep. She lay there for hours, staring into the darkness. Mostly she smiled.

She'd come home to be a grown-up. Every now and then, even back then, she would get to feeling like they were all just playing games, like they were all just kids with delusions of grandeur. Whenever she'd talk like that Nate would call it a crisis of faith. It had been almost two years now (and as she thought that, she said out loud, "Really?!").

She'd graduated with a very expensive degree (meaning, of course, lots of student loans, and six short months of grace), and no job offers. Nothing lined up, and she couldn't find anything for three months. Not a bite, not a glimmer. And then came something out of nowhere, a nice job back home, heard about through a friend of a friend of the family. Nate told her not to go. Dave wished her luck. Josh called from boot camp to tell her he'd miss her. Adam just hugged her tight, and said she'd be back. And now here she was, spending a Thursday night all alone, curled up on the couch with her knees drawn up to her chin, wishing she'd never left.

Twelve hours ago she'd been happy. Kind of. Twelve hours ago she'd been living in a nice, cheap apartment for a year and a half, working a good job with good prospects. Twelve hours ago she'd been, okay, dateless for longer than she'd like to admit, but life was good. Life was okay. Life was...normal.

And then Adam showed up at her door, and now she felt.... Grr. She felt like calling her mom, but she glanced at the clock and almost cursed. It was way too late. She felt like calling Adam.

He answered right away. "Hey, girl. I was wondering if you'd call."

She smiled, her face shining in the light from her cell phone. "You want some company on your drive?"

He paused for a moment. "Sure," he said.

She glanced at the clock again. "You're there, aren't you?"

"I'm about ten minutes out. But I can take the long way through the neighborhood."

She laughed. "How long is that?"

"I could make it an hour or two. What's up?"

She smiled, and they talked, though the call didn't take quite as long as Adam had offered. Really, the offer itself had told Sarah everything she needed to know. Adam had a tendency to make her feel better, though, so she lingered on the phone as long as he would let her.

While they talked, Adam went a little out of his way, looking for changes since he'd left. That had been about a year and a half ago, and the City still looked the same. Some restaurant he'd never been to had been replaced by a new one he would never go to. That was basically it.

So he went on to Nate and Dave's apartment, and sat in his quiet car in the dark parking lot, and they talked.

A light came on in Nate's window as Adam pulled in, and the curtains twitched, but Adam ignored it. Twenty minutes later the door opened, spilling orange light into the grimy entryway between apartments. Nate came out, walked over to Adam's car, and pounded on the windshield with the flat of his hand.

Sarah said, "What was that?" 

"Nate." Adam smiled, flipping Nate the bird. "He just realized I'm here."

Sarah sighed. "I can let you go. Thanks for talking."

"Nah, he can wait." Nate was waving Adam to get out of the car. Adam shooed him off. "He gets me all week. You can have a few more minutes. Grr. Just a sec." He set the phone aside and rolled down the window. "Just give me a minute. I'm talking to Sarah."

"Oh." Nate stepped away from the car (he'd been bouncing it up and down). "I figured it was some Chicago chick." He yelled through the window, "Hi Sarah!" Then, "Tell her I said hi. I'm gonna heat up a pizza."

Adam rolled the window back up and grabbed the phone. Sarah immediately said, "Everything okay? You need to go?"

"Nope. Nate says hi. He went back inside."

Sarah smiled. He could hear it over the line. "I like Nate," she said. "Help him sort things out."

Adam nodded. "That's what I'm here for. Hey, why didn't you ever date him? Or Dave, for that matter?"

"Dave?" He could hear her shudder. "No, definitely not Dave. Eww."

"Really?" Adam was surprised. "I wouldn't have guessed that."

"Nate, though," she said, "Nate I could've dated. But I don't date friends anymore."

Adam said, "You dated me."

She said, "There you go."

He nodded. "Touché."

She laughed. She said, "No, it was good, but...."

He nodded again. "Yeah."

She said, "Problem is, I end up dumping everyone I do date, because they don't ever measure up to my friends. It's a nasty circle."

Adam nodded, "What are you going to do about it?"

"I have no idea," she said. "Anyway, take care of Nate. I think he just got dumped."

"Really?" Adam looked stunned. "I didn't even know he was dating anyone."

"Yeah. Not anymore. So there's that, and there's all the other stuff. So it's a good thing you're back."

"Eesh." Adam sighed. "Okay, I've got a lot of work to do, then. You good?"

She smiled. "I'm good. I need to get some sleep."

"Cool. Glad you called. Talk to you later."

"Later, Adam. Good luck." He hung up, and sat in the darkness for a while. If Nate had just been dumped, that changed things. He thought that through, then nodded once to himself, and left his car.

2. Adam.

He knocked once on the door before pushing into the little apartment. Nate jumped up from the computer desk. "Hey Adam! How's Sarah?"

"She's good." Adam dropped his backpack at the foot of the couch. "We went to a movie this afternoon. What's up, Dave?"

"Not a lot." Dave slouched on the couch, XBox controller in his hands. "Check out the new TV."

It was a widescreen HD and Dave had it split screen, with Family Guy running on the left and Halo 3 on the right. He had the sound on Halo.

"Wow. Did you get a raise?"

Dave laughed. "Nah. Won it. I filled out one of those cards at Wal-Mart, and they called me like three months later. You dating Sarah again?"

"It was just a movie. And then we talked for a while."

Nate laughed. "That sounds like all your dates."

"Anyway, Sarah says hi and wishes you guys all the best. That sort of thing. Got any Pepsi?"

Nate waved toward the kitchen and sank back into his desk chair. Shortly, he called toward the kitchen, "You good for the couch?"

"You know me," Adam said. "Whatever. You up for a walk?"

Nate glanced at the clock. 2:14. "Sure. Yeah. I've got a final at nine." Not that that would matter to Adam.

It didn't. He stepped back into the living room and drained a tall glass of flat Coke. "It'll be good for you. Put some shoes on." He looked to Dave, raised an eyebrow. Dave shook his head.

A few minutes later Adam and Nate were standing in the parking lot. Nate said, "You wanna go somewhere particular, or just walk?"

"Just walk," he said, "I've got a lot on my mind." 

"Cool." They headed across the parking lot, toward the twisting back streets behind the apartment complex.

After a few minutes, Adam said, "Did you get dumped?" Nate stopped short, just for a moment, then caught up. Adam kept his eyes straight ahead, "Sarah said she thinks you got dumped recently."

"Sarah..." Nate shook his head. "Sarah is very perceptive, for someone three hundred miles away." They walked a block or so. Adam just waited. "Yeah, no, I wasn't exactly dumped. I'd been kinda, I dunno, hanging out with this girl. She was great. We were working up to it, y'know?"

"Yeah." Adam sighed. "Yeah, I know this story."

Nate nodded. "Exactly. Just like that. And then things just kinda stopped working up to it. We had this big talk like a month ago, and then kinda pretended it didn't happen for a couple weeks, and then Sunday night we were studying for the Psych final and she was just kinda through with me. Just like that."

Adam said, "That sucks, man."

"Yeah."

They walked a little while longer in silence, then Adam said, "What was her name?"

"Doesn't matter," Nate said. "No one you knew."

"I dunno," Adam said. "You'd be surprised how many people around here I know."

"True. It was no one you dated, though."

"Well that's good. No one deserves to have to follow me." He smiled, then turned serious. "Okay, so is that why you're changing majors?"

Nate rolled his eyes. "No. Nothing like that. It's...more serious, y'know?"

"What, then?"

Nate looked sideways at Adam, thinking, then said, "Let's talk about that tomorrow. Or, I dunno, next week. You said you had a lot on your mind. What's going on in your world?"

Adam shrugged, "Fair enough. You can wait. Me, I'm not dealing with anything personal. More...universal, y'know?"

"Like what?"

"Conservative talk radio."

Nate laughed. "What?"

Adam stopped at an intersection, looked down the road to the right that would have led back to the apartment, then turned left. "Okay," he said, "If we're getting into that, it'll take some time. Have you heard anything about this whole American Islam thing?" He was talking about Phil's private joke, about Tom's article, but time had passed, and it had gotten serious. Adam was one of those who noticed, early, what was coming.

Nate hadn't noticed a thing. "What are you talking about?"

"Yeah," Adam said, turning left again, "this is going to take a while to explain."

They walked in silence for a while, Adam obviously collecting his thoughts. "Okay," he said, then nothing. A little while later, "Okay, it's like this."

Another pause.

"Hmm...." He looked at Nate, considering. "Look, you're Republican, right?"

Nate nodded. "Basically."

"Yeah. Basically. Me too, I guess, if it comes to that. But...well, you've seen what they've been doing, right?"

Nate raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

"The religion thing. You've seen what they've been doing, ever since this American Islam started."

"What are you talking about?" Nate said. "I've never heard that expression before."

Adam nodded. "Yeah, I think I made it up. It was this whole popularity cult started by some guy in Chicago—"

"I remember that," Nate said. "I read about it in the papers. It's called Hiz-- Haz-- 'h'-something."

"Yeah. Right. 'H'-something. It's nonsense. I looked it up, and whatever it was he called it, it's just Arabic gibberish. I mean, literally. Look, you know I've studied some Islam."

Nate rolled his eyes. "You've studied everything. I remember when you got on your comparative religion kick back in college—"

"Right," Adam said. "Well, with everything going on in the world, I've really looked closely into Islam over the last few years. And with this weird cult starting right in Chicago, I looked really close into that. And...well, it's not Islam. It's like Islam would be if you had heard of Islam, and you wanted to write a sci-fi story about it."

Nate nodded. "You sound like the Republicans."

"Well..." Adam trailed off, a little frustrated. He shook his hands like he wanted to strangle someone. "The thing is, they've done it all wrong. This was...I mean, it seems to me like it was a joke. It was nothing. It was like a half-racist Saturday Night Live sketch, but that reporter got everyone interested in it—"

"Tom something," Nate said. 

"Yeah. Tom something. There's lots of those 'somethings' associated with this whole fiasco. So everyone got a little bit curious about this thing, and some people who were looking for something to get involved in got involved in it, and it became kind of a fad."

"I'd call it more than a fad, Adam. I read that it was one of the fastest-growing—"

"I'm getting to that." Adam was quiet again, and Nate realized he was more concerned with his own train of thought than with trying to express it. Nate had known Adam for a long time, and he'd seen him like this more than once. It was never good.

Adam stopped for a moment, and Nate stopped with him. A moment later, he started walking again, and Nate followed. Then, "Okay, back to my story. Look, I looked into all this, and it's seriously just a joke, or something like it. No one in the Middle East practices it. Nobody at all. I mean, it's not even Islam, to anyone who knows what Islam is. It’s like a sect you might make up if everything you knew about Islam came from Hollywood movies. Sometimes it looks  like Islam, but that’s about it. There's no following at all outside of the States."

"Then what's going on?"

"The Republicans." Adam sighed. "Look, this story happened, and everybody went all crazy, and like three months later Tom something came out with his book, and everybody was buying it, and these little fake mosques started popping up all over the country, and right about then someone tried to kill the president. Remember?"

"Yeah. Some white lady."

Adam nodded. "Exactly. And, I dunno, her brother had a copy of Tom's book or something, and at first they were all saying she was a terrorist inspired by his rhetoric. And, of course, later everyone found it wasn't true, but it could have been true, and everyone remembered that."

"Right." Nate nodded. "Okay, I remember all this, but it's pretty old news, isn't it? This stuff is like three years old."

Adam looked at him for a moment, considering, then sighed. "No. That's the short answer. This is still going on. Look, down here...well, you don't really listen to talk radio, so outside of that the Republicans still look pretty good. On the coasts, though, it's really different. I mean, it's almost like living in another country. I've always been pretty liberal, but out there, they see me as the absolute Conservative hick. And it's not just that it's, I dunno, okay to be liberal. Everyone is. Most of them violently so."

"Yeah," Nate said, "I get that. I read some liberal blogs sometimes."

"Then you've seen what I'm talking about. 'These people are criminals.' The whole 'The president and all his cronies should be tried and locked up.' Well, it had gotten to the point that pretty much nobody liked the president, and his approval ratings were so low that basically everyone knew the Democrats were going to get the election—"

"And then there was the assassination attempt."

"Right." Adam nodded. "Right, and the whole terrorist sect of Islam right here in the U. S. played big on the news, and the Republicans just ran with that and took everything."

Nate sighed. "Yeah. We had a sermon on the evils of this sect and a prayer session for the government's efforts to keep the country safe for Christians."

Adam laughed. "Yeah. Back east they hate us for that sort of thing, but that's exactly what everyone was thinking, and it worked. Got the government all kinds of power, knowing what they had to face right here on our own soil. And so they started cracking down."

"And it didn't work,” Nate said. “That was the main point of the article I was reading. The more the government cracked down on this Islam, the more it spread."

"Well, kind of." Adam sighed. "Yes, that's how it looks. And that's what all the analysts are talking about, and all the special advisors in D. C. are probably pointing it out like it's obvious, but it's a little bit off. See, it's not the religion that spread. It's resentment of the way the government treated its cultists. American Islam, left to itself, would have died with that Phil guy. Even Tom's articles and books could've only kept it going for a year or so, I'm guessing, because somebody, somewhere, would have stood up and said, 'Wait, none of that has anything to do with the core religion it's supposed to be based on.' And then it would have just gone away. But then the Conservatives saw it as a threat to national security because of the terrorist angle, and to their constituency because of the whole Christian-nation thing, and they tried to stamp it out.”

He thought about it for a moment. When he continued, his voice was faraway. "See, this religion was made up by an American, with American expectations and an American mind-set, and so he wrote it from the point of view of someone who expected civil liberties.” He shook his head, and Nate could see the worry in his eyes. “He was trying to get a reaction out of people, so he wrote like those liberties were being stomped on. It worked—"

Nate nodded. "Everyone feels oppressed."

"Right," Adam picked up as though Nate hadn't interrupted. "Everybody feels like they've been done bad, and this...well, cult of victimhood, structured that into a belief system, and when the government tried to stomp it out—"

Nate nodded. "It played directly into the belief system."

"Right. So suddenly people who had been reading about it saw some of the basic premises of the religion in action, and instead of being curious they became converts. Even so, that would have been a small number. The real problem was social acceptance. When the government started attacking a religion, well, most of the Christian right started shouting hallelujah, but almost every other rights group in the country called foul. Suddenly these crazies were seen as persecuted, not just by themselves but by a wide range of powerful organizations. It was in the media—maybe not here, but out east it sure was—and suddenly, instead of looking sideways at these people, everyone was feeling sorry for them."

Nate nodded. "And social acceptance makes it a lot easier to join the group...."

"And sympathy adds an incentive, too. So suddenly the religion blossoms, and that makes it seem like even more of a threat to the government, so the government clamps down harder...."

Nate shook his head. "No, I haven't seen that."

"Government is slow-moving. This stuff happened three years ago, and now it's not getting talked about much on TV, but it's still spreading like wildfire, and that's about to explode. Because there are three different bills that are about to get passed, and...well, it's going to be bad."

"On the coasts, you mean. I mean, Liberals are always going to whine about anything Conservatives do, right? Yeah, they'll scream bloody murder, but—"

"But that's what I'm talking about. That's where Conservative Talk Radio fits into it all. I spent the entire drive here listening to it. They're just about to realize what's about to happen. And, I've got to tell you, I'm terrified."

*

Back at the apartment, Dave ran out of Family Guy episodes to watch and decided he would rather go to bed than try to find the next disc, so he shut off the TV and jumped up to turn off the XBox. His eyes fell on Adam's backpack at the foot of the couch, stuffed full, and he could clearly see the shape of a gun pressed tight against the side of the bag, right near the top.

He laughed, and headed off to the bedroom.

*

More than a mile away, Adam and Nate were calmly explaining to a police officer why they were out walking at this time of night. Annoyed at the interruption, they were both fighting hard not to answer sarcastically. When the cop finally left, Adam turned to Nate and said, "Where was I?"

"Conservatives."

Adam nodded. "Christians, actually. The Midwest kind of Christians who all own guns, really. Look, we both grew up going to church, and you know what it's like. Every Sunday, one of the prayers is going to be, 'And thank you for this blessed country, where we have the opportunity to worship you, O Lord.' Y'know what I mean? The sort of liberty you'd expect most Americans to take for granted by this point, but somehow the fattest, most decadent slob of a church in the Midwest can still imagine exactly how different it could be."

Nate said, "I think it's all the missionaries, going out to places that really aren't like that. They have to make their annual reports if they're gonna keep getting their money, and everywhere I've been they report to the whole congregation. People remember."

"Well, it's weird." Adam said. "It's pretty un-American, to be honest. Not unpatriotic, just...this country has made itself this colossus, this great golden age, and our entire culture is built around pretending that that's normal, that every country should always be the way ours is right now. It's weird that Christians, who tend to believe that more than anyone else, can hold this one special paranoia so constantly before them."

Nate shrugged. "It's not that surprising, really. We've always been really good at contradictions like that. I mean, look at the way we approach the Bill of Rights. We have this absolute insistence on freedom of religion, but at the same time Christian groups are the only people really calling for censorship, attacking the freedom of the press like it's the devil's work. It's easy for us to say that we believe in some fundamental principle, when it's really just that the practical application of it benefits us. I mean, look at the way we're praising freedom of religion for two hundred years, but right now we're actively calling for the government to take out this American Islam thing."

"Well," Adam said, "it worked. That last bit. The government doesn't like American Islam any more than the Christians do, and with elections coming up in November, some people who are in particularly bad shape are willing to do something dramatic to try to get some votes. Nothing that comes out of the House is ever a surprise, though, y'know? You can see everything they're working on a long time before it's voted on, follow a bill almost from its beginning. And some of the more political Christian groups have noticed something about the bills aimed at American Islam."

"Yeah." Nate nodded, "I see where you're headed. I did that paper on cults and the government's response, and there's almost no way to legally define dangerous cults that does not also include mainstream religious institutions."

"And there's no way the American government is going to officially provide exceptions for the Christian religion. Not even this administration would consider doing that, no matter what they'll say to get a vote."

"So it'll get voted down," Nate said with a shrug. "Not that bad a thing, really."

"No," Adam shook his head. "No, it's a terrible thing. Without ever getting passed, this legislation could tear the country apart. There's three different bills, and the political discussion of them is just now starting to get really public. You know the Council on Christian Affairs?"

Nate looked thoughtful, "Are they the ones always whining about violence in video games?"

"That, and they were pretty big on the gay marriage thing. Anyway, they issued a relatively politely-worded press release yesterday saying that maybe some of the current legislation is a little too broad, and could be reworded. I read it, and coming from them, it was amazingly diplomatic. Well, listening to a rerun of Rush tonight, he called the Council on Christian Affairs an ally of American Islam."

"So what?" Nate said. "Those guys will say anything, y'know? It's all about exaggerating their point, and sticking to the president no matter what."

"Yeah, but they use groups like the CCA to do that. Look, you said you read somewhere that American Islam is one of the fastest growing belief systems in the country. Well, a major part of that statistic comes from the number of people who accept it as a valid belief system, even if they don't follow it. Like I said, a significant portion of that acceptance comes out of sympathy from government oppression. If we're starting to get to a point where rabidly Christian groups are getting thrown into the pool of people who accept American Islam—"

"Yeah, but that's just numbers on paper, Adam. You're arguing talking points, not actual reality."

"No. Argh!" Adam threw his hands up in frustration. "No, perceived reality becomes practical reality. Especially in politics! If the media says it's true, within a month it will be true in Washington, and Washington propagates that truth out to everyone else."

Nate smiled. "Social Constructionism again."

"Yeah," Adam said, "but not even the mystical type. The regular old 'acting on false premises' type. We've already seen American Islam blossom because the government felt threatened by some stupid news story. If the government starts to think Christians are joining the movement—"

They stopped, and both blinked in surprise as they realized they were standing in front of the door to Nate's apartment. After a moment Nate said, "Oh!" and began fumbling for his keys.

As he opened the door, he said, "Even if that happens, when the government sees it, like you said, they'll just—"

He was cut off by a shout from within the apartment. Adam had slipped past Nate, through the door, and Nate had time to see Dave leap out into the hall from his bedroom, still shouting in triumph. There was a gun in his hand, and Adam didn't even have time to flinch, to duck.

Dave shot him in the chest.

3. Josh.

"Ow!"

Adam dropped onto the couch, his hand to his chest. Dave laughed hysterically.

"Dammit, Dave!" Adam felt his chest gingerly where he'd been hit. "I thought you'd outgrown that!"

Still laughing, Dave shrugged. "Hey, don't blame me. You're the one who's packing." He gestured with the gun, pointing to Adam's backpack. "It took me half an hour to find this thing in the back of my closet."

Adam frowned at Dave for a minute, looked at his bag, and groaned.

"Aw, dammit, Dave." He slid over to grab his backpack, ripped the zipper open angrily, and pulled out a handgun that looked a lot like the high-powered BB gun in Dave's hand.

"This," he said, "is not a toy. This is a .45."

"Oh," Dave said, suddenly serious. "Well—" he casually put his hands behind his back, hiding the gun from sight. "Well why would you have one of those?"

"So I can return fire," Adam said darkly, but he didn't raise the weapon. He checked the safety on it (even though it wasn't loaded), and crammed it way down into his backpack. "It's for Josh," he said. "He's gotten used to having a sidearm around, and he wanted one stashed here in town, just in case."

Nate laughed. "That's moronic."

"Yeah," Adam said. "I told him that, but you know Josh." He glared at Dave again. "I didn't really expect it to get me shot, though!"

Dave shrugged, pointed his gun at Adam again, "Stop whining or I'll put another one in you. You know the game. I was thinking you'd brought the fun back with you, not just some dumb weapon."

Adam smiled. "Maybe there'll be some fun. I've got some ideas, before I have to go back." He stretched out on the couch, grabbed a tattered old blanket off the floor, and said, "For now, though, I'm gonna get some sleep. Nate, you really ought to get to bed, too. You've got a test at nine!"

Dave nodded to Nate, all serious, then shot him in the calf as he walked by. He got punched for it—hard—but that didn't stop him laughing. Adam rolled his eyes.

Trying to catch his breath, Dave said, "I'm glad you're back, Adam."

"Go to bed, Dave."

"Sorry about the welt, man."

"Good night."

Dave went to bed, but Adam could still hear him chuckling through the door.

Too soon after that, Nate was up and grumpy at 8:20. He had a twenty minute drive to school. When he saw the clock, he got grumpier.

The test went fine, though—Nate's tests always did—and by 9:30 he was on his way home. He stopped by McDonald's and grabbed everyone some breakfast.

He was looking forward to kicking Adam awake, but when he walked through the door to the apartment, he found Adam sitting up on the couch, staring almost uncomprehending at the cell phone in his hand. It was ringing. He shrugged and answered it.

"Hey yo."

"Hey, Adam." It was Josh. "I've got a favor to ask."

Adam growled. "Your last favor got me shot."'

Josh said, "What?" Then a moment later he laughed. "Does Dave still have his old gun?"

The phone was still way up loud, from Adam talking to Sarah while driving, so Nate could hear the whole conversation. He yelled to Josh, "Hey! It could've been me. I know exactly where mine is."

Adam glared at Nate for shouting, and from the other room Dave yelled, "Keep it down." Josh just chuckled.

"That was Nate, huh?" Josh raised his voice, unnecessarily. "You're too nice, Nate. You never shoot first."

"Anyway," Adam said, "what was it you wanted?"

Josh hesitated. "Wait a minute, are you home?"

Adam nodded. "Yeah." He paused, "Wait, what do you mean?"

"I'm in Chicago." Josh said. "Are you in Chicago?"

"No, I'm in Oklahoma City. Visiting Nate."

Josh said, "Yeah, that makes sense. I heard he got dumped." Again he raised his voice, "Sorry, man!"

Nate said, "I gotta stop talking to Sarah."

Adam looked up at him for a moment, rolled his eyes. "So, you're in Chicago and I'm back home. Probably can't help you."

"That's okay," Josh said, "just looking for a place to crash. I've got a per diem, though, so I'll be cool."

"You're there on duty?"

"Yep," Josh said, "Escort duty for this dude. Boring stuff, mostly, but we're spending all day in these really nice hotels and convention centers, and I've been stealing stuff from the lunch tables, so it's all good."

"Sounds like the life. Listen, you remember where my place is? Buzz in at the front, talk to the guy in the first apartment with its door open. Tell him you're a friend of mine and he'll let you in."

"Cool." Josh said. "Thanks, man. Any chance he'd write me a receipt?"

Adam chuckled. "Not a chance. Hey, how long are you in Chicago?"

"Four more days, then back to base for three days, and then I'm on leave for a while. I was thinking of stopping by my parents' place, and then maybe hitting OKC for a few days."

Adam nodded. "Sounds like I'll be back in Chicago right about the time you start your leave. Suck. You can take care of Nate for me, though, once I'm gone."

Josh said, "Will do."

Nate said, "Screw you guys. Adam, I'm eating your breakfast."

Adam said, "Whatever." To Josh, "Need anything else?"

Josh hesitated, long enough to get Adam's full attention. "Umm...have you noticed anything weird, Adam?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean...y'know...like, in the city.” Josh seemed genuinely uncomfortable, something that would have surprised anyone who knew him. “Seems like people are...I dunno. Something's going on."

"Yeah," Adam said, "I've been talking to Nate about that, actually. I think something's brewing, and I think it's bad."

Josh said, "It's definitely bad. Look, we've been briefed some–everyone in uniform, basically–and...well, if things start to get really crazy, just keep your head down."

Adam's eyes opened wide. "Really? Wait, what?" He looked to Nate. Nate shrugged. "What specifically?"

Josh said, "Nothing specific. Nothing yet. But...y'know, it seems like, whatever it is, we could be involved. So keep your head down. Gotta go!" He hung up.

Adam stared at nothing for a few moments, sorting through everything Josh had said. When he turned to Nate, an intense look blazed in his eyes.

"Nate," he said, "it better be bacon, egg, and cheese." Nate nodded, and tossed him his sandwich. 

*

In Oklahoma City, the guys began a fairly lazy day of doing nothing, and catching up. In Chicago, Josh’s story finally began just as he hung up from his conversation with Adam.

Josh was standing in the reception area just outside the big conference hall in some fancy hotel. He stood at attention, all impressive in his dress uniform, like a royal guard standing vigilant over the table full of sweet breads and breakfast pastries. The hot food was all on a table on the other side of the huge double doors. 

Josh flipped his phone shut and dropped it into his pocket, just as a scrawny man about his own age caught at his sleeve.

"Excuse me, officer," the guy said, "I couldn't help overhearing some of your conversation. That wasn't Adam Cobbard by any chance?"

Josh fixed the stranger with a cold stare. It was his "I don't know you, I'm big and scary, and you should move along" look. The guy smiled at him.

"I just heard you talking about OKC and him having a place here. Are you Josh?"

Josh's eyes widened in surprise. "Okay, yeah," he said. "I'm Josh. How do I know you?"

"Oh, you don't." The guy stopped, thought for a moment. "Well, probably not. You may have heard Adam mention me, at some point. I'm James. He and I were friends in high school."

"James?" Josh shook his head, "Sorry, man, I don't recognize the name, but I never really listened to him much."

James laughed. Too much. "Yeah," he said, "Adam can sure talk. Oh, the stories I could tell you...."

Josh's face split into a huge grin. "Oh, really?" When Josh grinned like that, his friends got nervous. When Josh grinned like that, he usually lost his girlfriend. "Y'know," he said, "now that I think about it, Adam hasn't really talked to us about high school at all. I can't wait to hear what you have to say."

James grinned back, but then suddenly looked serious. "Actually," he said, "you'll have to wait. I've got a speech to give." He gestured toward the doors to the conference hall. Josh's eyes widened again. James said, "Yep, I'm supposed to tell these guys what American Islam is all about, deep down. I'm that guy."

He pointed to a sign nearby, white letters on a black background. It said, "Myth, Meaning, and American Islam by Jeremiah Payne – 10:00-11:30."

Josh looked at it, and back to the scrawny dude in front of him. "Jeremiah?"

James shuddered. "I hate Jeremiah." Josh opened his mouth, but James cut him off. "And Jeremy. Just call me James. Everyone calls me James."

Josh shrugged, "That's cool. Look, I'm on duty until six. You want to go grab a beer or something after?"

James furrowed his brow for a moment, then said, "Hey, I heard you asking Adam for a place to crash, and apparently he's out of town. Want to come over to my place tonight? I've got a spare room at the moment."

Josh hesitated—it was a pretty strange offer—but then the grin was back. "Yeah," he said. "That would be cool. I can't wait to hear what you've got to say." He got directions, and a moment later James was gone, off preparing for his speech. Josh made himself a plate of breakfast from the hot food table and then, on a whim, slipped through the big double doors and into the conference hall. The room he entered was chaos, quiet rumble as a thousand men of personal power and big ideas all seized a four-minute break as an opportunity to express their sure opinions. 

Josh smiled as he looked on the crowd, his eyes rapidly scanning all the little clusters, analyzing the ebb and flow of conflicts, taking note of other roaming eyes, of ears turned to listen outside their group.

He smiled, watching. His V.I.P. stood closer than three paces off to his right—his eyes also scanning the crowd, even as he carried on a big, important conversation with the Secretary of Defense.

This was a cushy assignment. The guy didn't need any sort of protection, just a fancy-dress escort for appearance's sake. He was a military man, too, so he cut Josh a lot of slack, and they’d shared some laughs. Counting in the travel pay, it would be a great week for Josh.

Then a sudden wave came over those gathered, a wash of silence, and everyone rapidly found a seat. It was a surprisingly graceful dance through the tangle of people. These guys were good at that sort of exchange. Nate always called them "Worldmakers," and here, in this room, Josh felt compelled to agree.

At the front of the room, James had just stepped to the podium. Although, Josh thought, up there he looked more a Jeremiah. The scrawny, nerdy look was all gone. Instead, the young man seemed older—not just adult, but venerable. He wore thin, dark glasses, and as every eye in the room settled on him he pulled a fine gold pocket watch from his jacket and, face all serious, checked the time. When he shut the watch, it snapped with a click that filled the room's sudden stillness.

Josh glanced at his V.I.P., and found him paying full attention, eyes sharp on James. This was the whole reason he had come to Chicago—this lecture was the reason for his whole week here. Adam's old high school friend. Josh shook his head. What were the chances?

And then James spoke. He'd lost the breathy, excited voice of a socially awkward kid in an unexpected encounter. His voice was still quiet, an amplified whisper that crawled across the room like a spider.

"I am not," James said, "a politician. I am not a diplomat, or a head of state." He smiled, and Josh felt afraid. "I am a student of culture, though, and I understand the ways in which people create meaning within religious sub-cultures. You, all of you, have come here today to learn what this new religion means, and I can tell you. You have come to learn how they see the world—and, let me tell you, it's not the same world you and I see—and I can tell you what it is."

James paused for a moment, consulted his notes. "I want to talk to you about Hiz'ammat Islam. It's the fastest growing religion in the world. It's the most powerfully anti-American meaning system the world has ever seen. More than the communism of the Soviet era. More anti-American, even, than the most fanatic of the Middle Eastern sects of Islam. This is something new and, listen very carefully." James leaned forward, trying to catch the full attention of the room. 

For a moment his eyes met with Josh's, and in spite of the deadly seriousness in the man's voice, for just a moment Josh saw laughter (delight!) in James's eyes. "This," James said, "is a challenge you cannot overcome. Hiz'ammat Islam—or, as I like to call it, American Islam—is a recipe for your very destruction. Give me ninety minutes of your time, and I'll tell you everything you need to know.

"After that," he said, "you're on your own."

James started with a summary. "Most of you," he said, "should already know the basic history of American Islam." Someone near the front of the auditorium half raised a hand, and James nodded to him. "Yes, the name." He said. "I'll get to that shortly. First, let's briefly go over the history of the religion.

"It was started by a Chicago man named Phil al-Jabi. His friends knew him as a prankster, but within the local community he was highly visible as a fanatically religious man. He adhered to a strict, ceremonial dress and frequently prayed in a very public way, designed to draw attention. From all accounts, these prayers appear to have been almost entirely gibberish—as is the name, 'Hiz'ammat.' 

"As part of his pretense, Phil packed his apartment with literary texts concerning the fake religion. Many of them were ancient treatises on Islam, some of them concerned the most severe aspects of Shiite Islam, and others were, in fact, wholly products of Phil's obsession. He wrote entire theses and fake dissertations, and had them printed at a significant cost just to leave them sitting open in his car or on his desk at work, to help spread his carefully crafted image of a fanatic holy man."

James set aside his notes for a moment, turned his piercing gaze on the crowd. "This," he said, "is the sort of man we're dealing with. He apparently invested the bulk of his adult life in this charade. He wrote dozens of texts—essays, papers, even a series of commentaries—all for the sole purpose of perpetrating his hoax. Following the unusual circumstances of his death—" another hand went up, and James shook his head, "I don't have any light to shed on that mystery, unfortunately, but after Phil's death, an inquiry into his life turned what had been a very local prank into...well, a world religion. Or, at the very least, a contagious sect of Islam."

He stopped, then, and wrinkled his nose. "No," he said, annoyed, "no, that's not right. It's not a sect of Islam. It's billed as a sect of Islam, but there's really no Islam to it, except in the most superficial sense. As a colleague of mine pointed out, there are no apparent followers of the sect outside of the United States. It is wholly our problem. Thus the name—coined by the same colleague, in fact—American Islam. As a culture, it mimics Shiite Islam, insisting on very similar forms of dress and social behavior. As a belief system...it is relatively unique.

"American Islam borrows heavily from the so-called 'Charismatic' denominations of the Christian religion, leaning toward the mystic elements of Protestantism. Unlike Islam, American Islam is a highly individualist culture. It emphasizes the personal interaction with the divine, especially during direct worship. Al-Jabi draws on the 'speaking in tongues' concepts, describing as fundamental to prayer a euphoric state of worship in which the worshipper 'cries out in the language of angels, incomprehensible to men.' This explains his gibberish public prayers, certainly. Moreover, he talks about 'the holy enlightenment that is prophecy,' to use his words. He says that when a worshipper is in communion with the divine, Allah speaks to him in words of certain power."

James paused. Josh watched him, barely listening to the lecture, and he saw a moment's weakness, saw James's hand tremble as he reached for his bottle of water, saw doubt in his eyes as they scanned his notes. James took a drink, and by the time he set the bottle down his hand was steady again, his eyes cold and sure.

"Al-Jabi established his sect, not by providing his own writings, but by counterfeiting thousands upon thousands of pages of scholarly and doctrinal study, falsely attributing it to imaginary teachers through the ages. He had a version of the Koran...well, really an appendix, for lack of a better word, which told of the Prophet's relationship with Allah, implying the fundamental interactions described in his other writings on Hiz'ammat. In this appendix, Allah promises the Prophet that there will be others through the ages, and he names names."

James smiled. "This is one of the cleverer aspects of the hoax, and where we begin to truly enter the heart of my lesson. Al-Jabi named half a dozen men who would speak the direct words of Allah to the world, and promised that thousands of others—really, all true believers—would hear his voice. For these prophets, al-Jabi chose names from among the great teachers of ancient Islam, as well as the fictional authors of some of his other texts. And, finally, he had Allah promise the Prophet that, 'one will come in the last days, the final days, when belief blossoms just before it dies, and this one will speak as none other, and his name the whole world will know.' Again, for those of you familiar with the Koran, you can see that al-Jabi barely invested any effort in making this a real extension of Islam. Furthermore, and more to the point of our discussion, we see the way American Islam crafts personal meaning. After several verses describing historical or fictional characters in personal detail, he ends with the promise of one prophet, whose name the whole world will know, and yet this prophet's name and description are left out."

"This promise," James said, "may have been intended, eventually, to promote Phil himself. I doubt it. Phil never sought a great deal of attention, and certainly didn't seem to expect the whole world to know his name. Rather, it seems like it's intended as a promotional gag, as a gimmick to entice followers. He gives his follower a clear prophecy with something to hope for, and the chance to believe that, maybe, the follower could be the one prophesied.

"This is the most dangerous aspect of the belief system, clearly. Much has been made of the victimized mentality of the doctrine, and the fact that the extreme social trappings of the sect only encourage the victimization of its followers, heightening the psychological effect. By all means, this is a critical aspect of the religion, and it pays directly into the social crisis we are facing.

"The personal interaction with the divine, though, and the promise of a new Prophet among the believers combine to create a greater threat out of the sect. American Islam encourages its followers to truly believe that the words in their head come directly from Allah, and more specifically to believe that the ideas about their world that they experience while in the throes of a hysterical episode—that is, the ecstatic gibberish of prayer—are 'Allah's words of certain power,' or, in other words, direct revelation."

"Now, knowing that, the psychological effect of victimization takes on a whole new threat. The followers of American Islam are not going to be just a minority group within the national culture seeking protection and preference. They will, within the very framework of their daily worship service, be participating in rituals designed to make them feel oppressed and hated by our American culture, by our government specifically, and they are told that any ideas that occur to them while in this state are the direct words of God."

James met Josh's eyes, and there was a fire there now, a passion for what he was saying, for the reaction he was drawing from the audience. The room was quiet, chill. James nodded.

"This is a fanatic religion, gentlemen. Make no mistake. Every religion contains within it the possibility of fanaticism, the threat of extremism, but American Islam offers no polite cultural middle ground. The very structure of its imagery, the language of its myths, and the interweaving of social and religious cultures within its fabric evoke a reaction, for anyone who participates in it to any consistent extent, that cannot be described as anything other than psychotic. It is ritually-induced sociopathy and, I feel compelled to remind you, it is this nation's fastest-growing religion."

Josh listened to most of James's lecture—well, more than half, anyway.... There came a point where he couldn't take it anymore, though. To hear James tell it, the world was on the brink of annihilation. It was like one of those cartoons, back in the day, when all the villains were evil skeleton-looking dudes who went around saying things like, "At last, the world will truly belong to evil!!!"

He got that sort of an impression, listening to James describe the guys who had started this religion, and all the new converts who were just starting to "internalize its symbolism and create personal meaning systems," as James had put it.

He talked a good game. That was certain. Apparently he'd gotten about a decade's worth of Mythology courses in about five years. Craziness. He talked like Adam, too, and that scared Josh a little. Had Adam taught James to think like this? More importantly, did Adam think like this himself?

Josh grimaced at the thought, then discarded it. Definitely not. Adam was a lot more level-headed. Sure, he technically believed that the world was man-made, that magic was, to some extent, a real and everyday thing (Josh really didn't listen that much to what Adam had to say), but he wasn't into this Armageddon cult kind of stuff....

About an hour into the lecture, when James segued into his slide titled, "Demonic Images of Authority and the Face of Government," Josh decided he needed a break. As he turned toward the door, his V.I.P. happened to look over and catch his eye. He saw where Josh was headed and grinned, nodded to him. Josh nodded back, and slipped out the door.

He checked out the food tables first, but they were aswarm with caterers. They were packing away the breakfast foods and setting out the lunch foods, and at the moment he had no access. Alas.

He took a few steps toward the big glass doors at the other end of the room—it was a blindingly bright day out—and as he walked he fumbled in his pocket, pulled out his cell phone. By the time he reached the doors he had opened up the phonebook to Adam's entry. He looked down at the phone, saw the name on the screen, and blinked in surprise.

"Nah," he said quietly. That would be weird. He'd just talked to Adam, and he didn't really have anything to say. Bored, he scrolled through the other names in his phonebook. When he got to Sarah's name, he smiled.

She answered on the fourth ring. Josh heard sappy music blaring in the background for just a moment, before she shut it off. "Hello?" she said.

"Hey Sarah," he said, grinning.

"Hey Josh," she said, and he could hear her sudden smile. 

"Whatcha doing?"

"Just running across town to grab some antibiotics from the other clinic. You're lucky you caught me. It's been a crazy morning."

"Lots of sick people?"

She laughed, sarcastic. "Lots of jerks, mostly. I had this one kid who—never mind," she said. "What are you up to?"

Josh shrugged. "I'm on guard duty at a fancy hotel. Special escort or whatever. My dude is listening to some boring-ass speech, so I took a break."

"Can you do that?" Sarah sounded alarmed. Josh laughed.

"Yeah," he said. "It's no big deal. This isn't a dangerous kind of gig. They use marines as decorations now." He tried to sound sour about that, but didn't really care. It was a line he'd stolen from his C.O., who really did hate the fact. To Josh, though...whatever.

Sarah didn't pick up on all that, though. "That sucks," she said. "Oh, shoot!" Then, a moment later, "Sorry, traffic."

"No problem," Josh said. "Hey, what are your plans for next week? I'm on leave, and I was thinking of heading down to the City. Any chance you'll be around?"

"It's funny you should ask," she said, and he could hear her smile again. "Adam just blew through town the other day, and he got me yearning to get back there. I think I'm going to take some time off and head down on Monday."

"This Monday?"

"Yeah."

"Aww, man. That's too soon. I won't be down until Friday at the earliest. Think you can hang around that long?"

"Maybe," and the way she drew out the "may" made that sound pretty unlikely. "I can't really get away from here for long."

"That's okay," Josh said. "You should get to see a lot of Adam, though. He's gonna be in town all week." Josh grinned that grin again. "Oh yeah," he said. "I guess that's not really a coincidence."

"Shut up, Josh," she said, but there was laughter in her voice. "It'll just be good to get back home."

He nodded. "That's home now, huh?" She started to mumble some sort of response, but he shook his head, "No," he said, "I know exactly what you mean. Adam still thinks of it as home, too, which caused some confusion last time I talked to him."

"Yeah," she said, "Funny thing is, Nate's the only one who grew up there, and he's the only one who wants to get out."

"That kinda makes sense, though," Josh said. "I mean, I guess. I can't really see him surviving anywhere else, though."

"Yeah," she said, then, "aww, dammit!" Again a short pause, again, "Sorry. Traffic. Look, something's going on here. I've gotta go. I'll...I'll try to get all next week off. Then I could see you some on the weekend."

"Cool."

"No promises, but I'll try. Take care. I gotta go."

She hung up before he could answer, but whatever. Josh found himself grinning. It would be fun to get back to the City, even if it was just a few days. He started plotting, trying to figure out how he could cut down his time on base next week. It would be nice if he could see Adam, too. Then again, Sarah might solve that for him. If she stayed the weekend, chances were good that Adam would rearrange his plans.

Josh felt good. He hadn't seen those guys in ages. All of a sudden, he was in an incredibly good mood. He turned back toward the doors to the conference room, and the caterers were gone. Oh yeah. He piled a paper plate high, and cleaned it off and threw it away before the lecture was done. When the big important guys came filing out of the room, all talking in urgent whispers and all looking pretty shaken up by what James had had to say, Josh was standing at attention, statuesque, a shiny decoration that lent a certain air of grave importance to the event.

Inside he was still grinning. Next week would rock.
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