
 The next day John woke early. When he entered his office, he found a letter on his desk. 

He opened it and learned that Armando had resigned. 

 He popped out of his office and saw that Brenda had arrived. Good, he could get her to 

track down Armando and prevent him from doing anything stupid. He hoped that given another 

day, the passions of the moment could begin to cool, and calmer heads would prevail. 

 John gazed in Brenda’s direction, and his long-time associate refused to look him in the 

eye. The normally assertive ISJ director became sheepish and retreated to his office sanctuary. 

He always had work to do and spent several hours on his computer. 

 When he next looked up, it was after noon. Strangely, Phyllis did not give him his 

morning briefing. He must have mightily angered her. John knew he risked alienating his staff 

but considered it an acceptable loss to purge a traitor from their midst. 

 Late that afternoon, he left his office. As he walked to his trailer, the ISJ staff he passed 

turned their backs on him.  

 He thought that everyone was overreacting. His betrayal of the public’s trust still did not 

register with him. John slept soundly that night, confident he did the right thing. The next day 

things would begin to return to normal. He’d give Armando a week to cool down. Then he 

planned to offer a formal apology, and they could put this matter behind them. It was not like his 

enhanced interrogation killed, or even really harmed, the traitor Delgado. 

 The next morning, Phyllis waited for him on his office’s couch. She said, “John, we have 

a major problem.” 

 John lied as he said, “I’m truly sorry for my recent actions.” He paused when he realized 

Phyllis did not believe him. He pleaded. “You have to believe me. I did what I thought was in the 

best interest of the ISJ.” 



 Phyllis squirmed and seemed uncharacteristically hesitant. With a sigh she said, “I’m 

here to inform you about a secret ballot that was taken yesterday. Seventy-five percent of the 

Institute’s staff disapproves of your recent actions.” 

 John never conceived that this situation could turn into a crisis of confidence. He realized 

he could not lead the ISJ without the support of his staff. Ever the pragmatist, he said, “Okay, I 

maybe have gone overboard with Delgado. So my staff believes that I should be sanctioned. 

What do you propose?” 

 Now Phyllis stood mute, at a loss for words. 

 John said, “You know that I have always had an unofficial group of advisors: Jimmy 

Benson, Ben Miller, and Paula Smith. I suggest you contact them. Argue that I have erred 

recently. I promise I won’t defend myself. Whatever decision they make, I will abide by.” 

 She replied, “Very well. Give me a day, and you’ll have a decision. For now, I ask you to 

withdraw voluntarily to your trailer. You have disappointed me, John. Your recent actions have 

produced a schism in the ISJ that I’m not sure will heal. I’ll be honest with you—perhaps it 

might be best that you move on.” 

 John’s bearing turned combative. He almost yelled. “If it wasn’t for me there would be 

no ISJ.” He stopped, however, restraining himself from saying the words that would irrevocably 

wreck his long friendship with Phyllis. Biting his tongue, he said with a bitterness he chose not 

to hide, “I will abide by the decision of my council. The ISJ, for now, is yours, Phyllis.” 

 Two days later, Phyllis informed John of his punishment. John’s friends, his council of 

advisors, suspended him from the ISJ for three months without pay. 

 John nodded and decided to flee from the discomfort of White Sands. Slipping out in the 

middle of the night, John traveled to San Antonio, where he spent several weeks. This city’s 



downtown had changed radically since the Collapse. In many respects, the current skyline 

seemed like a throwback to the times before modern skyscrapers. Over the last decade, many of 

the tall buildings had been knocked down with controlled implosions, and only structures less 

than ten stories remained. Authorities took great care to keep the buildings around the Alamo 

intact. Another symbol of Texas pride also stood high, the Hemisphere Tower, built long ago for 

some World’s Fair. The main center of the city had shifted fifteen kilometers to the north and 

clustered near the former outer loop highway. 

 . . . . 

 Before leaving San Antonio, he stopped by the Alamo Dome. He got the creeps as he 

entered this large building thinking about the billions whose futures had been cruelly denied. 

This was his last chance to visit this structure, as it was slated for demolition next year. The 

oppressive heat and humidity nearly overwhelmed him as he entered the dome. As he walked 

into the stadium, he noted an opening in the dome’s roof. Sunlight reached the floor. This place 

now resembled a large tropical hothouse garden more than it looked like a sporting venue. There 

were a few vehicles left under the creeping vines. He touched the fin of a vintage car now almost 

a century old. Over the decades, the Republic had “mined” this resource out. The hole in the 

dome’s roof let water soak the far end zone. Rust stains covered the seats he could see under the 

vegetation, and the goal post was slightly out of canter. It remained unclear whether humanity 

would descend into a new Dark Age. But John felt content thinking that his actions did more 

than most men to advert this awful fate. 

 


