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“But when he, the Spirit of Truth, comes, he will guide you into
all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he
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Initial Problem Set: Chişinău, Moldova

Travis Craigen swiveled his head and eyes rhythmically as he
walked, taking in every detail of his environment like a predator
searching for prey. Standing 6'3", he possessed a heavily muscled
frame and perpetual glowering frown that deepened the creases in
his bald head and weathered face. There weren’t many people on the
streets at this early hour, but those few made room for the big man
striding purposefully down the Chişinău sidewalks.

Something about this deployment seemed wrong. He'd been an
operator long enough to learn to pay attention to warning signals,
and these were off the charts. Craigen couldn't shake the sense of
disaster hovering in the background of his mind like a veiled
threat from an invisible menace.

It didn’t really bother Craigen that he was only fifty
kilometers from the Ukrainian border. Twice before, he’d traveled
to Ukraine to visit the offices of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Kyiv. But since the Russian
invasion, it was just too hot for US relief workers to safely
travel there anymore.

So now instead, he was here in Moldova, a country he’d never
visited. It was, in all honesty, a place he’d never really thought
about. Craigen hadn’t known what to expect when he boarded the bus
in Bucharest bound for Chişinău, the capital. As a veteran of
countless deployments to disaster zones throughout the world
(mostly to developing countries), he'd assumed that he was heading
for some sort of bleak industrial center filled with dull gray
Soviet-era architecture. Instead, he was surprised to find a modern
city with amazing food and the best prices for beer he’d seen in
Europe.

It wasn't the city of Chişinău that had Craigen spooked, so it
had to be something else. He was able to quickly walk from the
Albert Thomas Hotel to the UNHCR office on Strada Alexei Mateevici.
He arrived early for the UN Humanitarian Country Team “Cluster”
meeting. Despite the novelty of the Moldova

location, everything else at the Cluster meeting bordered on
routine. While he didn't know the individual people, the agencies
they represented were familiar enough. There was a rep from USAID,
UNOPS, Catholic Relief Services, an elderly man representing
Samaritan's Purse, a handful of other agencies, and the Red Cross,
of course. All the usual suspects, Craigen
thought to himself.

Because this was the first meeting since Moldova had called upon
the UNHCR for assistance, the members attending the Cluster meeting
took turns explaining who they were and what they brought to the
effort. When his turn came, Craigen tried to make his well-worn
introduction as short and sweet as possible; “Good morning, I’m
Travis Craigen, a Response Team Leader with the Parousia
International Relief Agency (PIRA). I've got four trucks en route
from Bucharest carrying shelter kits consisting of ten- person
tents. We've also got smaller kits that can be customized,
including tarps and tools and other things depending on what you
need."

Maybe it was the scope of the disaster they were confronting.
There were already as many as two million people displaced by the
Russian invasion, many fleeing across the 1,300 kilometer border
Moldova shared with Ukraine. A lot of these were refugees from the
coastal city of Odesa and the region surrounding it.

Maybe it’s because there's so much at stake
this time, he finally decided. Unlike all his other
deployments, Craigen knew the situation in Ukraine could escalate
into a crisis that engulfed the whole world. He couldn't predict
how it would turn out. All he knew for sure was that there was a
lot of work to do.

~

Four hours later, Craigen sat with members of his Response Team
around some outdoor tables set up beside the Bonjour Café
patisserie next to the central park. He'd unrolled a laminated map
and oriented his team between much-needed sips of the strong
coffee.

“Look, it’s getting crazy out there.” Craigen tried to convey a
sense of the magnitude of the information he’d learned at the
Cluster meeting. His intuition had been correct; something was
terribly wrong. “Putin’s using artillery to destroy the cities.
He’s not even bothering to go in and try to conquer them. He’s just
surrounding them and bombing the civilian populations into
submission while his main forces are bypassing the urban areas to
seize strategic objectives.”

Into the hushed silence that fell on the table, Craigen asked
his team, "Any of you ever seen what a high explosive artillery
detonation can do to people?"

Only Nick Jones nodded. Jones was a tough guy, prior service
military, and the team's newest member. He was assigned as Diesa
"Dee" Bolanger's apprentice.

"So you know what I'm talking about." Craigen looked deeply into
the younger man's eyes, sizing him

up.

Jones just nodded again, his mouth set in a thin, tight
line.

Craigen held the gaze for another heartbeat and then continued.
“Right now, we’ve just got refugees

streaming across the border. We know that drill. Get in there,
do the assessments, and distribute

whatever we’ve got before going back for more. What’s different
this time is the potential for massive civilian casualties unlike
anything we’ve ever seen or are prepared to handle.” He let that
sink in.

Now the rest of the members of the team were nodding too. “Where
are they sending us Rattle?” Craigen was the Response Team Leader,
the RTL, so they called him the 'Rattle'.

“They’ve given us two possible locations to support depending on
our assessments, Curly.” Raquel Kedzierski was the oldest member of
the team. Everybody called her “Curly” because nobody seemed to be
able to pronounce her last name. Adding to the moniker was that on
the infrequent occasions she pulled her graying auburn locks out
from beneath her PIRA ball cap, they tended to tumble out in a
disheveled heap. So the nickname stuck.

“I’m going to send your duet down here,” Craigen pointed to a
small town at the extreme southeast of Moldova. It was PIRA policy
that no member of the team ever travels alone. So they were
assigned to permanent pairs comprised of a seasoned operator and an
apprentice. To enforce the policy, PIRA referred to the pairings as
‘duets.’ “It’s called Palanca. I’m giving this one to you Curly
because it’s

over 100 klicks away and right on the border. In fact, it’s
surrounded on three sides by Ukraine like a peninsula in the sea.
There’s no room for navigation error, and you’re the best with a
map.”

In response, Kedzierski pulled out her cell phone and dialed up
the GPS feature, her head craning sideways to get a better look at
the charts spread before her.

“I’ve got an oddball assignment for you, Dee.” Craigen glanced
up at his newest duet lead. While not exactly a rookie, this was
Bolanger’s first assignment as a lead instead of just an
apprentice. She’d worked hard on previous assignments and proven
herself. But Craigen got the sense that she was still insecure in
her new role, especially with a battle-hardened soldier like Jones
for an apprentice.

“What do you got for me, Rattle?" she asked confidently.

There was just the slightest gleam and a crinkling at the corner
of Craigen’s eyes. “I need you to go to the border of a country
that isn’t a country.”

~

"Please excuse me," Craigen's cell phone was buzzing in his
pocket. The Cluster members were well into their second hour of the
morning's meeting. "I've got team members arriving. I've got to
take this."

Craigen waited in Chişinău while his duets rented local cars and
drivers to take them to their assessment areas. The Response Team
Leader was the only person on the team authorized to work ‘solo.’
His job was to attend Cluster meetings and prepare to link up with
his convoy of shelter kits and other relief supplies. A part of him
longed to be out in the action, finding and fixing problems. But
Craigen knew that his team needed him here now, the anchor for the
deployment, coordinating operations.

Ricky Thibido was anything but subtle, and he'd been blowing up
the cell phone for the last ten minutes. Craigen stepped out into
the hallway and swiped the keypad to answer the call. "Howdy
Rattle, I made it to town, and I'm hongry!" Thibido's deep Cajun
accent flavored every conversation with a laid-

back, informal, comfortableness. Despite having his meeting
interrupted, talking to Thibido felt like coming home to
family.

“It’s about time, Scooter.” Craigen chided. Thibido drove trucks
and managed convoys, so they called him Scooter. Everybody on the
Response Team got a nickname sooner or later. “Thought you got
lost!”

"You know I never get lost."

"You never admit you get lost," Craigen
corrected, grinning. "Let's get you parked, and I'll buy you lunch.
I'll go over the two locations we're looking at."

~

"Welcome back, Curly. What did you find out?" Craigen had
already met with Bolanger earlier that morning when her duet
returned to Chişinău. Kedzierski’s duet linked up later in the
afternoon because she had further to drive. With the entire Choir
once again reassembled, they went over every scrap of information
they had, frequently pulling out their cell phones to fill in the
details. But in the end, tough decisions always had to be made with
limited information.

“No way we can cover both locations,” Craigen concluded. “Gonna
have to contact OPS and make a hard call.”

Craigen pulled out his satellite phone and began dialing the
number for the PIRA Operations Center.

They were expecting his call. “What’s the situation?”

“Hey Chief, the Cluster wants us to cover two separate
locations: The first is 113 clicks away over pretty decent roads in
the town of Palanca.” Craigen had already sent an email with all
the details. “Palanca is right on the border, and they’ve got a
checkpoint there that is backed up for miles with vehicles trying
to escape up the main road from Odesa. There's a robust relief
presence there already, but the problem is they are being
overwhelmed. Cars are breaking down or running out of gas. They've
got thousands on foot, especially women and children. Palanca is
tiny and growing numbers are outdoors, exposed to the elements.
They are trying to get busses to carry the refugees to secure
locations, but there aren't enough vehicles to meet the need.”

“Understood. What about the second location?”

"The second location is strange." Craigen glanced over at
Bolanger, who nodded silently. "There’s a breakaway autonomous
region in Moldova known as Transnistria.” Craigen struggled with
the correct pronunciation. “This place is a pure throwback to the
old Soviet Union. It’s populated with a large percentage of ethnic
Russians, and they even have a couple thousand Russian troops
stationed there.”

The voice on the other end of Craigen’s sat phone sounded
bewildered. “They have Russian troops stationed in Moldova?”

"It's an autonomous region," Craigen explained. "They had a bit
of a civil war back in 1992, and now it's set up a separate
security zone. Transnistria views itself as a separate nation even
though it has never been recognized by any other country.”

“What’s the humanitarian need like?”

“Much less than Palanca. Mostly ethnic minorities crossing over
into Moldova proper to escape persecution as tensions in the region
increase. Plus, it’s less than fifty clicks away so we could make a
lot more runs back and forth with supplies. We're probably better
positioned to respond to this one, Chief. They want us to set up in
a tiny town called Varniţa just outside of a checkpoint in
Bender.”

“Does Russia plan to annex Transnistria as part of its Ukrainian
campaign? What’s the risk level involved?”

“Above my pay grade Chief," Craigen responded grimly. “My
assessment team reports that everything is calm right now, but this
is a dynamic situation. We can’t support both locations. We’ve only
got enough resources for one. I need you to make a call. Which
location do you want me to commit to; Varniţa or Palanca?





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: The
Ukrainian military has surprised everyone with how hard they are
fighting. We think they are going to hold the Russians back. Accept
risk and make the best use of your team (the Choir): Support
Varniţa.

Option 2: The
Ukrainian military has surprised everyone with how hard they are
fighting. But we think their forces will collapse eventually.
Minimize risk to your team (the Choir). Support Palanca.
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Landmark 1a. Ukrainians Fight Back

A puff of dark smoke coughed out of the old diesel engine as the
cargo truck fired up, the haze lingering in the frigid morning air.
Craigen savored the familiar sulfur aroma of the exhaust as it
mixed with the steam from his breath. It smelled like action. "Duet
three, are you up?" He called to the lead vehicle.

Bolanger gave him a thumbs up sign. "Duet two? You up
Scooter?"

Thibido continued discussing something about his truck's motor
with his apprentice for a moment, and then slammed the hood down.
"Ready when you are."

Craigen glanced over at Kedzierski, who just nodded. Craigen
nodded back. "C'mon in," he called out, holding his arms wide. The
Response Team members moved forward and joined hands while Craigen
led them in prayer. "Heavenly Father, there's a lot of people
counting on us out there. Give us strength to do this work and the
wisdom to do it well so that we don't let them down."

As the tiny convoy of relief supplies began their journey to
Varniţa, Craigen, Kedzierski, and her apprentice, Raynal “Gorgeous”
Georges, crammed together in the trail vehicle. It was an older
minibus they rented to carry all the extra gear (and to accommodate
Craigen’s significant bulk). The guy at the rental agency ensured
them that it was very reliable. As they left the city streets of
Chişinău and crossed into the rural areas, the minivan shook and
rattled with ever-increasing frequency and violence as the smooth
paved surfaces gave way to potholes and gravel stretches.
We’re about to find out how reliable this POS
really is, Craigen thought grimly.

The road conditions continued to deteriorate as they passed
through generally flat, agricultural land. As they crested a low
rise, he could see a small city in the distance dominated by what
looked like ruins from an ancient time. “Curly, ask him what castle
that is," Craigen called from his seat behind the driver.

After a short exchange with her translator, Kedzierski replied,
“he says it’s the Tighina Fortress. It was built in the fifteenth
century during the reign of Stephen the Great. That’s the city of
Bender, or Bendery, down there.” She pointed out the window.

“It looks like somebody’s in the castle. Are they using it?”
asked Craigen.

“It’s under control of the Transnistrians. Yeah, he says they’ve
got some guards in there.” Craigen’s brow furrowed as he strove to
develop a mental map of his surroundings. “So that’s

Moldova on that side and Transnister… Transistera…” he struggled
unsuccessfully to pronounce the name.

“Transnistria,” Kedzierski corrected him effortlessly. “Yeah,
this is the border. Up ahead is the

commune of Varniţa, where we’re heading.”

“Commune?”

"Just think of it as a village," Kedzierski said. "Dee's taking
us to meet with the district representative."

~

After thanking the Response Team profusely, the district
representative (whose name Craigen could neither pronounce nor seem
to remember) explained to them that due to Transnistria's status as
an autonomous zone, the border here between Moldova and Ukraine was
essentially closed. "The authorities in Chişinău seem to think that
no one is coming here through Transnistria, so they are not sending
anyone to help. But that’s not true. As the Russian holocaust
escalates, people are becoming

desperate and risking the dangerous passage over the mountains,
crossing the Dniester River wherever they are able.”

At the word "holocaust," Craigen shot a look to Bolanger, who
silently mouthed the words "Not now."

"As you can see," the district representative continued, "Our
need is genuine, and growing every day. We have very many refugees
that have made the dangerous crossing, and we are running out of
places to put them. So far, you are the only ones who have come to
help us."

~

“Ok Dee, what’s the deal with the ‘holocaust’ comment?” Craigen
demanded. The tension in his shoulders made him hunch menacingly in
the direction of the shorter Bolanger, the veins in his forehead
bulging prominently.

They were standing on the edge of an unused wheat field where
the district manager had arraigned for them to set up their tents.
Thibido was directing the unloading of supplies from the truck
convoy while Kedzierski and Georges were staking out the field.
Craigen had chosen this moment of relative privacy to deliver his
reprimand.

Craigen could tell that Bolanger was scared of him, as she should be. But he nevertheless admired her
courage as she stood her ground and explained, “That’s ancient
history, Rattle. There were 700 Jews shot here during WWII by the
Romanians. In 1992, Bender was the main battlefield between the
Moldovans and the Transnistrian army. Since then, there’ve been a
couple of incidents of anti-Semitism at the Synagogue in Tiraspol,
the capital city. But that was over twenty years ago. It's no big
deal."

“Jews shot. No big deal! Are you kidding me?" Craigen shouted,
pointing a huge gnarled finger in Bolanger's face. "Dammit Dee,
you've got to understand that in places like these, 'twenty years
ago' is basically the same thing as 'yesterday.' When that district
manager threw out the word ‘holocaust’ all my red flags went up.
You get me?”

“Yeah Rattle, I get you.” Bolanger hung her head, but Craigen
still sensed defiance, and he wasn’t about to let her off the
hook.

“I don’t think you do!” He dropped his hand away from her face,
but he leaned in closer, which was even worse. In a low voice, he
continued, "Dee, I trusted you to do this assessment. You've got to
bring these kinds of cultural dynamics to my attention immediately.
As much as I want to assist the refugees

here, the safety of my team comes first. We don't go into war
zones, you know that. If this Ukrainian invasion goes sideways,
I'll pull the whole damn team out of here in a heartbeat. You get
me?"

Bolanger returned his glare, but her eyes were red-rimmed. “I
get you Rattle. It won’t happen again.”

Craigen sensed he had communicated the urgency he felt. So he
backed off. He blew out a breath. "OK. Well, look, the rest of your
assessment's been spot-on. I think we're still at an acceptable
risk level." He looked around at the actively developing camp,
"There’s work to do. Are we good?”

“We’re good, Rattle.”

~

Craigen's cell phone buzzed. The text just read, “Checkpoint
ASAP.” It was from Thibido.

The checkpoint was close to the Varniţa refugee camp his team
set up the day before, just a few hundred meters away. Something
was wrong, and he scrambled to get an interpreter to drive him the
short distance.

"Good morning. What seems to be the problem?" Craigen relayed
the message through his interpreter to an armed guard holding
Thibido's apprentice, Fernando Bernal, at gunpoint. As he squeezed
his ponderous bulk out of the undersized east European sedan,
Craigen instinctively assumed an open pose with his hands down to
his sides, open palms turned toward the guard in a universal
gesture indicating he was not a threat. Craigen had learned over
the years that he tended to scare people and he wanted to minimize
that possibility now. As the young Transnistrian soldier swung the
barrel of the AK47 rifle in his direction, Craigen put on his
brightest smile and stopped walking forward.

“Seems this lil’ feller didn’t much appreciate Fernando taking
pictures of the checkpoint gate,” Thibido drawled in his thick
Cajun accent. He also stood with his hands down to his sides, open
palms toward the guard, and he was grinning from ear to ear with a
relaxed, toothy smile.

The guard began talking rapidly and gesturing with the barrel of
his rifle. Craigen’s translator was working to communicate the
urgent message. Photographs were not allowed. There was something
about Transnistrian security, and something else about
international law. Craigen kept smiling and nodding his head as if
catching everything the guard was saying.

With his head and eyes swiveling in a way he hoped was discreet,
Craigen surveyed the scene until he finally found what he was
looking for. Even though Thibido spoke with a Cajun accent, his
specific

choice of words represented a coded message to Craigen. When
Thibido said "lil' feller," he meant that there was a "big feller"
out there somewhere. Craigen finally spotted him. The other guard
was stationed behind a concrete barrier with what looked like some
sort of crew-served weapons system. The whole area was covered by
the machine gun.

“So why was Fernando taking pictures?” Craigen asked Thibido,
still smiling.

“It was an accident Señor!” Bernal blurted out, which caused the
guard to swivel his rifle back towards the apprentice. Unlike the
two older men, Bernal was not smiling, he was shaking, and his
hands were high up over his head. “I was just trying to get a
better cell phone signal!”

“They seen the camera and pulled us over," Thibido explained
calmly, eyes dreamy, almost like he was having the most relaxing
day of his life. "We didn't have no interpreter with us on this
run, so I couldn’t explain the situation.”

"Ok, I got it." Craigen nodded and began the process of
explaining what happened through the interpreter he'd brought with
him. Finally, he said, "Ok Fernando, we've got it all settled. Give
the nice man your cell phone. And why don't you try taking a deep
breath or two and putting on a little smile. Can you do that for
me?"

“But Señor Rattle!” Bernal began to protest. "I've got all my
personal data on that phone, contact numbers, family pictures…”

If possible, Craigen’s smile seemed to grow even brighter, but
out of the corner of his eye he pinned the apprentice down with a
piercing look. "They have a machine gun. I will buy you a new damn
phone." He spoke slowly, and his tone was saccharine sweet. "Give
the nice man your phone right now."

When Bernal complied, the hidden guard came out from behind the
machine gun to investigate. As Craigen suspected, the second guard
was a much older man. That old fox sent the kid
out first while he stayed behind to mop things up if things got
ugly. Smart.

Then the questioning began. Craigen considered that the
Transnistrian guard might not have jurisdiction because they were
technically on the Moldovan side of the border, but firepower has a
way of creating its own jurisdictions. Besides, he had nothing to
hide, so he answered the suspicious guard’s questions fully and
openly. The name of his organization was PIRA. They were a
Christian disaster relief agency from America here to help with the
refugees from Ukraine. They were setting up a shelter facility a
few hundred meters away in Varniţa.

“What refugees?” The guard demanded.

The question puzzled Craigen. There were millions of Ukrainians
displaced by the Russian invasion.

Caught off guard and not wanting to further provoke this cagey
old pro-Russian soldier, all Craigen could do was stammer, "The
Ukrainians…"

“We do not see any Ukrainians in Varniţa.” There was an extended
discussion between the guard and

the interpreter, who finally explained, “He says you have been
tricked. These are only hoboes, bums. They are homeless, nothing
more.”

Craigen understood. “Ahh,” he said, “the reports of Ukrainian
refugees are just propaganda then?”

Another long discussion followed between the guard and
interpreter. “Yes, that’s right. He says it is Fake News. There
have been a few skirmishes, a couple of casualties. It is nothing.
No refugees are coming."

~

"Once you're done getting Jones set up over there, why don't we
all face in and have a quick huddle?" Craigen asked Bolanger in a
gentle voice. She still seemed upset with him for the reprimand
he’d given her. “I’ve got to call the boss in a couple of minutes
and give the SITREP.”

The guard at the checkpoint had been right about one thing,
there didn’t seem to be many people in need of emergency shelter
here. The PIRA team was taking good care of the few families who
had made it to their camp, but most tents were still empty. The
team took advantage of the lull in activity to wash their clothes
down by the Dniester riverbank. They sat on overturned plastic
buckets, and Bolanger was instructing Jones in the art of
hand-washing clothes. "You grab with one hand and twist with the
other. You'll hear it squeak. Hear that? That will get your clothes
as clean as a washing machine."

"It's better than any old washing machine," Kedzierski grunted
over her shoulder. Then she turned her attention to Craigen, “What
did you want to talk about, Rattle?”

The team rotated on their makeshift stools and faced in. “I’m
not sure we’re in a good location.” Craigen came directly to the
point. “I expected a lot more refugees than we’re getting. And we
seem to have dropped down into the middle of some local
animosities.”

Thibido’s brows went up, and he whistled through his mustache.
“That’s one way of putting it.”

“I’ve been talking to some of the women in Camp,” Kedzierski
added, “they’re telling me that it’s bad. They couldn’t get out
using the roads, so they had to walk over the mountains, avoiding
patrols of

Russian soldiers. I think a lot more people are coming, and when
they do get here, they are going to need us.”

“I’m hearing the Ukrainian people have got themselves a taste
for liberty and freedom and are really takin’ the fight to them
Ruskies.” Thibido spat in the dirt. “They might not need us a’toll
if Putin goes slinkin’ back home with his tail between his
legs.”

“What do you think, Dee?” Craigen wanted to be sure she knew
that he valued her opinion.

Bolanger furrowed her brow in concentration. After a few
moments, she said, "I think it all depends on how much the violence
has escalated. The problem is that we can't get enough information
here to really know what that level is. But my gut tells me this is
going to get a lot worse. I’m with Curly that we should stay here
and get ready for a big influx …unless that puts the team in
unacceptable danger.” She added this last comment and returned her
gaze to look pensively at Craigen.

Craigen nodded. She gets it.

“Can we call OPS and ask them if they think the Ukrainians are
going to hold the line?” Bolanger asked.

Craigen was about to answer when his words were cut short by a
shrill scream coming from the river's edge. Kedzierski had gone to
refill her water bucket. She was splashing, knee-deep in the
shallow, icy water pulling desperately at something that seemed to
be stuck there. "Help me! Oh God, please help me!" she screamed
again.

As one, the Response Team rushed to her side. ““Hang on Curly!
Are you hurt?” Craigen called.

She held what looked like a small bundle of rags in her arms,
and she was straining to drag it toward shore. "It's a baby! It's a
baby!" she wept, on the verge of hysteria.

Craigen’s blood ran cold as he reached her side. He thrust his
hands into the dark, frigid water and found the baby was tied to
something. He grabbed the rope to free it and saw another small
bundle. It moved towards him, and he saw tiny blue fingers emerge
out of the murk. Then he saw another body, and another. "They're
all tied together!"

~

The alarm spread quickly, and soon the entire commune of Varniţa
turned out to dredge the river. As the hours passed, they found
more bodies. Dozens, perhaps even more than a hundred people, all
drowned together. Kedzierski had found a mother tied together with
her three small children. The

authorities were slow to respond, and rumors spread wildly
through the tiny community. Some said it was refugees desperately
attempting a river crossing. Some suspected a Transnistrian
massacre.

The Response Team left the river's edge and returned to their
encampment. They’re done, Craigen thought.
No one should have to witness horror like
that. But inside, he struggled with the purpose of his team.
How many more people are trying to get
here?

He made his report via sat phone to the OPS center. When he
finished, Craigen exhaled a sigh of profound exhaustion. “What do
you want us to do, Chief?”





You are the chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: The
Ukrainians are fighting back hard, and the Russian forces are
demoralized and collapsing. It looks like this conflict is
de-escalating. Stay in Varniţa and provide what support you can.
You are the only relief team in that area.

Option 2: The
Ukrainians are fighting back hard, but the Russians are becoming
increasingly ruthless. The whole situation is escalating out of
control. Abort the mission and get your team back to Chişinău
now.
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Landmark 1b. Ukrainian Resistance Collapses

The next morning after breakfast, the Response Team members
joined hands while Craigen led them in prayer. “Heavenly Father,
there’s a lot of people counting on us out there. Give us strength
to do this work and the wisdom to do it well, so that we don’t let
them down.”

As the tiny convoy of relief supplies began their journey to
Palanca, Craigen, Bolanger, and Jones were crammed together in the
trail vehicle. It was an older minibus they rented to carry all the
extra gear (and to accommodate Craigen's significant bulk). The guy
at the rental agency ensured them that it was very reliable. As
they left the city streets of Chişinău and turned south onto R30,
Craigen was generally impressed by the quality of the roads. We
usually get our teeth rattled out during this part of the
operation, he mused, reflecting on countless missions to developing
countries. Paved roads are a wonderful invention.

"Where are we now, Dee?" Bolanger had her head down, studying
the GPS locater on her cell phone.

They had been riding in the minivan for about two hours, and the
flat farming country seemed to run together. Craigen didn’t want to
accidentally cross an international border.

“We're coming up on a left-hand turn onto R52. That will take us
to the village of Tudora. It's right on the border. From there, we
work our way south through town to our destination near the Palanca
checkpoint.”

“I can tell we’re getting close,” Craigen commented grimly.

His tone caused Bolanger to glance up from her GPS, trying to
get a view of their convoy ahead. "Is Curly making the turn?"

“No, not yet. But look at the traffic." Craigen nodded his head
towards the window. An endless line of cars and trucks of all
descriptions passed by them, heading in the opposite direction.

~

The UNHCR regional refugee coordinator was described to Craigen
as a “mid-level” manager from the Multi-Sector Group responsible
for the local distribution of Shelter and Non-Food Items (NFI).
More like a “low-level” manager, Craigen thought darkly. The
ongoing refugee operation at the Palanca checkpoint was massive,
involving dozens of relief organizations from all over the world.
The refugee coordinator was clearly overwhelmed, stressed out, and
obviously unconcerned about the needs and questions of some tiny
American group with their four trucks full of tents. He was rude
and dismissive.

Kedzierski had been arguing with him for twenty minutes, and
Craigen could tell she was reaching her boiling point. "Just tell
him to point me to a chunk of ground, and we'll take care of the
rest!" She shouted at her translator.

When Craigen moved forward to help smooth the situation, he
brought Bolanger with him

because she spoke French (albeit with a Quebec accent) and he
though it might help. She stood several inches taller than the
refugee coordinator, and instantly caught his attention. She smiled
disarmingly, seemingly unaware of her natural beauty, “Bonjour,
puis-Je vous aider?" She asked if she could be of assistance with a
melodious tone more suited for dining in a fine restaurant, than
setting up a refugee camp.

Is she flirting with him? Craigen was aghast, as much by the
audacity of his team member as by the near-instant change in
demeanor it caused in the coordinator. No one could deny that Diesa
Bolanger was a beautiful woman, but to see that beauty applied so
ruthlessly was a wonder to behold. This petty bureaucrat stood no
chance against her. Even in the middle of a disaster zone… Craigen
fought the urge to shake his head in disbelief.

"He's assigned us about half a hectare, just south of the
highway," Bolanger explained, laying a photocopy of a map on the
hood of one of their trucks.

Craigen and Kedzierski exchanged a brief look of astonishment.
“Way to go, Dee!” Craigen clapped his protégé on the shoulder, and
the team got to work.

~

“As the coastal cities of Kherson, Mykolaiv, and now Odesa have
come under attack," the refugee coordinator read from a prepared
script, "the situation along the highway from Mayaky to Palanca has
grown desperate."

Craigen was sitting in yet another coordination meeting. He
didn't need to be told that the situation had grown desperate. He
could step outside this tent and see the cars and trucks backed up
to the horizon. Nothing was moving. Many of the vehicles had run
out of fuel. Efforts to push them out of the way were hampered by
the deep mud of the wet farm fields on one side of the road, and
the Dniester River on the other. Some dangerously overloaded
motorcycles and a few tiny cars could still navigate along the
route. However, for all practical purposes, the highway was
blocked. Desperate families facing dangerously plunging
temperatures were now gathering up what they could carry and making
the long walk to the Moldovan checkpoint.

“We’ve lifted nearly all the passport and identification
requirements,” the coordinator continued. What had previously been
a challenging bureaucratic process now turned the checkpoint into
what amounted to an open border. “And we have eliminated the COVID
restrictions for travel.”

Well hallelujah, it’s about time! Craigen had to suppress a
snort, but he managed to roll his eyes discreetly. Then he received
the text.

It just read, “Fight, need you ASAP.” It was from Kedzierski.
Craigen rose abruptly from his seat and unceremoniously bolted for
the tent door.

For a big man, Craigen could move with surprising speed.
Frightened bystanders literally dove out of his way as he barreled
across the refugee camp towards the PIRA compound. As Craigen
rounded the last row of tents, he got his first glimpse of the
fight. In the space of several heavily labored breaths, he learned
all he needed to know to take action.

Two men were grappling, their struggles hampered by heavy coats.
A heavily built younger man wearing a leather jacket and woolen
skull cap had just thrown an older, bearded man to the ground.

Pressing his advantage, the younger man fell upon his victim and
rained a series of brutal, vicious blows across the bearded face.
Craigen arrived just as leather jacket was reaching for a rock to
finish the job.

The full impact of Craigen's 260 lb. frame at a dead spring hit
leather jacket from the side like a locomotive. As the two men
rolled together across the muddy patch of agricultural field,
Craigen took the opportunity to maneuver into the rear-naked
chokehold position. Positioning his heels into the man's inner
thighs, Craigen 'dug his hooks in,' then forced the blade of his
right forearm underneath the man’s chin and anchored it by clasping
the inside of his left elbow. Craigen rolled onto his back, with
the hapless attacker on top of him, and flexed his massive core
muscles, bringing irresistible pressure to the arteries supplying
blood to leather jacket's brain.

“Go to sleep. Just go to sleep now.” Craigen whispered softly
into the man’s ear as he struggled futilely against suffocation.
Then finally he said, “Good night.” It had taken less than eight
seconds.

The chaotic sounds of the agitated onlookers washed over him in
a wave. “You killed him!” someone shouted.

"Naw… he'll be fine in a minute," Craigen grunted as he tossed
the man aside so he could stand up in the slippery mud. “I went
easy on him. But somebody needs to tie him up until the cops get
here.”

Kedzierski offered Craigen a hand. He stood with difficulty,
trying in vain to wipe some of the mud from his back.

"Thanks, Curly." Craigen gave up on the mud and glared
suspiciously around the camp. The onlookers fell silent, and most
glanced away, unable to meet the big man’s gaze. “Anybody else
giving you trouble here? Or are we good?”

“No, that was the only troublemaker. We’re good, Rattle.”
Kedzierski hesitated just a heartbeat before answering. The way she
said it made Craigen wonder how long they had until 'good' became
real trouble.

~

“Did we ever figure out what they were fighting about?” Craigen
asked the team as they sat together over the evening meal.

Kedzierski had taken the lead in dealing with the Moldovan
police, who arrived sometime later. “The story I’m getting is that
the older man was an Orthodox priest. He’d made some sort of
comment to the other guy…”

“Leather jacket?” Craigen asked.

"Yes. Apparently, that guy is a Ukrainian of Russian descent. I
watched him throw the first punch.” “What did the priest say that
triggered him?

“From what I gathered, it was that the Russian invasion was
God’s judgment on Ukraine.”

Craigen’s eyebrows shot up, and he whistled through his teeth.
“That would make the Russians into the Babylonians.”

"Or the Romans in AD 70," Thibido observed wryly. "Either way,
it paints the Russians as the bad guy. I can see why a feller might
take offense to that.”

“This is not God’s judgment on Ukraine!” Kedzierski spat
indignantly.

“How can you be so sure, Curly?” There was a twinkle in
Thibido’s eye as he goaded his teammate. He knew this was a
sensitive subject with her. “God’s used invading armies to punish
civilizations lots of times.”

"Well, first of all," Kedzierski retorted, "there was no
prophetic warning. A prophetic warning always precedes
apocalyptical judgments, as with Moses before the Exodus, Jeremiah
before the First Temple, or Jesus before the Second Temple. Are you
aware of any prophecies against Ukraine before this all began,
Scooter?”

“Can’t say as I am, Curly.” Thibido conceded. “But then again, I
ain’t never even heard of Moldova before we came here, neither.
Who’s to say that God didn’t send somebody out to call the
Ukrainians to repent before he sent the Ruskies along to settle
up?”

“That’s just ignorant, Scooter.” Kedzierski finally caught on
that Thibido’s true motive was merely to irritate her, and she was
having no more of it. "I'm aware of no sins that would warrant
Russian aggression. That makes Ukraine innocent. It's Vladimir
Putin who will have to answer for his immoral acts."

Craigen held up two arms and stepped between them like a referee
at a cage match. “Whoa, whoa, you two,” he chided. “It’s not our
job to choose sides around here. We’re just doing our part to
relieve the suffering.”

“The fact remains, though,” Thibido drawled, “we got us a crazy
situation out there, Rattle. And we don’ really know nuthin’ about
it. Now dey got that border open to everybody. Ain’t no tellin’ who
or what’s gonna come rollin’ through that checkpoint over
there.”

"I don't care if the Devil himself comes through that
checkpoint, Scooter. If they’re cold, we’re gonna put ‘em in a
tent. If they’re hungry, we’re gonna feed ‘em." Craigen's eyes
turned far away to look off into the distance, "What I'm really
worried about is if they start coming through all shot up. We're
not prepared for that."

A hushed silence fell across the team. Craigen got a distinct
impression that he'd spoken too much, revealing a hidden anxiety
that his team was not used to seeing in him. Their eyes turned to
him now, expectantly. He felt the overwhelming need to reassure
this tiny band of amazing people, my people.

“Like I said, Scooter,” Craigen flexed his massive arms and
cracked his knuckles menacingly, “I don’t care if the Devil himself
comes through that checkpoint. We’re gonna stay right here and deal
with it, or even chase him out of here. It’s beginning to sound
like they might even need us in Kyiv before this whole thing is
over.”

“Really?” asked Fernando Bernal. Fernando was Thibido’s
apprentice. Everyone just called him Fernando because he was too
new to have earned a team nickname yet. He’d been messing with his
cell phone, trying to get a better signal. He put that down now and
looked questioningly at Craigen.

“Really.” Craigen nodded. “That's what we do. We go wherever the
need is greatest.”

~

The sound of sirens sliced through the early morning darkness.
Scrambling from their tents, people emerged to see bursts of light
on the horizon. As they milled bout in confusion, trying to piece
together what was happening, a distant low roar shattered the night
sky with the furious crashing sound of jet aircraft flying low
above them. People screamed in panic, diving for what cover they
could find. Craigen didn't move. There was no cover here that could
protect them if they were the target. He just scowled as he watched
the afterburners of the Russian warplanes as they headed back to
their bases in Crimea.

~

For the next twenty-four hours, everyone at the refugee camp
worked to assist the endless lines of injured and wounded
staggering pitifully through the checkpoint. It seemed to Craigen
that everyone had shrapnel wounds, lacerations, or burns. It was
the burned children that affected him most, how could anyone do
this? It's barbaric, subhuman. Still, he forced his legs to keep
pumping and his hands to

keep carrying victim after victim to the hasty aid stations that
had been set up. He wanted to quit. He wanted to cry. But he wasn't
going to allow himself that luxury, and he wouldn't allow his team
that luxury either. So he pushed himself, and he pushed them. And
they kept working until members of another relief organization came
to relieve them at the checkpoint.

The Response Team left the checkpoint and returned to their
encampment. We’re done, Craigen thought. No one should have to
witness horror like that. But inside, he struggled to balance his
team's purpose against their capacity to keep working under these
conditions. How many more people are still trying to get here?

He made his report via sat phone to the OPS Center. When he
finished, Craigen exhaled a sigh of profound exhaustion. “What do
you want us to do, Chief?”





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: The
Russian attacks on civilian humanitarian relief corridors have been
devastating. However, the Russian military supply lines are also
falling apart. This won’t be over anytime soon, and we're concerned
about the strain on your Choir. It’s time to start planning for a
relief team to come replace you.

Option 2: The
Russian attacks on civilian humanitarian relief corridors have been
devastating. However, the Russian military supply lines are also
falling apart. Massive relief supplies are now en route to your
location, and we need you to keep working in Palanca. You need to
hang tough, this won’t be over anytime soon.
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Landmark 2a. China Dumps US T-Bills

Craigen tried to keep his tone calm and patient, but the
direction of the conversation made his shoulders hunch over, and he
gripped the sat phone as though he were trying to wring a neck.
“Look Chief, I know PIRA has gone back to the donors several times
already, but I’ve got pregnant women and kids freezing out
here."

He listened to some long explanation before countering, "I know
resources are spread thin, but we're the only group working in
Varniţa. We might not have as many people coming across here
compared to the big checkpoints, but a lot of our people are
suffering from exposure. We’re going to have dead bodies on our
hands if I don’t get some supplies!”

Craigen dropped his forehead into his hand and massaged his
throbbing temples. Damn, I lost my temper.
He'd tried hard not to. What followed was the usual stern lecture
about limited resources and how Craigen had to make do with
whatever limited resources were available. He was reminded that
this was the nature of the job. It's what he signed up for.

“I got it, Chief.” He replied more curtly than he intended.

The expression of frustration earned him an additional lecture
about the spiraling costs of the war inflating the price of
everything from food and fuel to medical aid.

“Yes, I understand.” Craigen bit his lip to keep from saying
anything stupid, and nodded as if the person on the other end of
the sat phone could see that he was in agreement. “I know you’re
doing the best you can.” There was a pause. “Yeah, we’ll get
creative. Fixing problems is what we do, right?” He tried in vain
to make this last comment sound upbeat and optimistic, but Craigen
didn’t think he was fooling anyone.

Finally, he put the sat phone back in his pocket and then just
stood for a long moment, watching a small group of refugees limping
painfully towards the shelters they had set up. How are they even getting here? He wondered.
They’re not coming through the Transnistrian
checkpoint, that’s for sure. Through interpreters, they were
learning about the many horrors the refugees were enduring. Massive
bombardments of civilian populations, dodging patrols and
indiscriminate killings, there were reports of sexual assaults, and
now, what looked like the beginnings of starvation.

"You OK, Rattle?” Kedzierski asked softly from behind him.
“Huh?” Her question broke Craigen free from his macabre
reverie.

“Ah…” He sighed, rubbing his eyes and putting on his game face,
“HQ says they’re doing the best they can.” Then he pointed at the
small group of people trickling in. "Let's go give them a hand. It
looks like they've got wounded."

~

“It doesn’t make sense, Rattle." Kedzierski brought over a bowl
of the thin stew.

Craigen insisted that the Response Team operate on the principle
that "adequate" shelter and meals meant anything the team members
would use themselves. So when they were on a mission, they operated
out of tents and ate the same meals they portioned out carefully to
the refugees. There was no bread, but at least they still had
plenty of tea.

“What doesn’t?” he asked. Craigen closed his eyes briefly as he
said grace over the meal.

When he was finished, Kedzierski continued with her train of
thought, “Why is Putin doing this?” she asked. “What could he
possibly gain by unleashing all this horror on innocent
civilians?”

“I dunno." Craigen blew the steam from his soup at sipped at it.
"Thanks, Curly." He gestured towards the bowl with his spoon.

“Russians fear the encroachment of NATO on their borders,”
offered Bolanger. “America has been pushing this for decades. A
confrontation was inevitable.” Bolanger was originally from Quebec,
and she was younger than most of the team members, so her opinions
tended to be less favorable of US interventions in other
nations.

"That's what everyone says, Dee." Kedzierski's face pinched and
she shook her head. "But something doesn't smell right. If Putin
was interested in his country's safety, why would he risk so much?
He’s collapsing his own economy!”

Kedzierski always talks about Putin, not the
Russians, Craigen observed. She blames him
for all the suffering. To her, this is
personal.

Thibido held up his cell phone, wagging the headline from some
news agency. The way he interrupted made Craigen suspect he was
trying to de-escalate a potential conflict between the two women.
“Well, talking about mysteries, here’s another one… Looks like
China has started selling off US Treasury Bills. That don’t make no
sense, neither. China relies on US trade. Wouldn’t they also be
committing economic suicide?”

“What?” Craigen asked, a pall falling over his features. “Where
does it say that?”

Thibido passed him the phone, and all eyes turned towards
Craigen as he scrolled through the article. Then quietly he said,
“This might be bad.”

"Aw, Rattle!" Thibido objected. "Don’t go actin’ like that. Like
we ain’t got enough to worry about right here! What difference does
it make if a bunch of guys in China start selling stocks? Who
cares?”

"They're not stocks. They're bonds." Bolanger corrected him.
"China buys US debt in the form of Treasury Bills."

“So what?” Thibido raised both hands.

"Everybody listen to me for a second." Craigen lifted a finger
to get their attention. "This is something we war-gamed back at HQ.
We all knew coming in here that while America was distracted with
Ukraine, China might make a move on Taiwan. Dumping the Treasury
Bills might be the first salvo of a much greater conflict."

"That's not possible, and it's foolish to even consider it,
Rattle." Bolanger shook her head dismissively. "China is an export
economy. And who is their biggest export market? America. If they
sell off T-Bills, then the US will have to raise interest rates to
get other countries to buy them."

“Again, sooo what?” Thibido wore a look of pure confusion. He
drew out the word “so” and warbled it to emphasize his
question.

“She’s trying to say it would raise the prices on Chinese goods
and ruin their export economy.” Craigen’s face was turning slightly
red with the effort of explaining the complexities of international
finance. It was far beyond his skill set.

“So Putin is destroying his economy, and China is destroying
their economy,” Kedzierski summarized, “but there’s got to be some
good reason they would risk so much. What could they possibly gain
from all this?”

“It may be that China’s internal debt crisis is more severe than
they have been reporting,” Bolanger mused. “Perhaps China is trying
to address some internal problem, even if they have to precipitate
a global crisis.”

“Maybe now I get it…" Thibido whistled through his teeth.
"America's got debts too. Trillions and trillions of ‘em. Maybe
Russia and China ain’t trying to destroy their economies. Maybe
they’re both trying to destroy ours…”

Bolanger's brown furrowed in concentration. "If China could
collapse the US economy, and also manages to get other nations to
buy their bonds instead of ours, they might have a chance of
replacing the US as the world's reserve currency."

“That’s a pretty big ‘if’ Dee,” said Craigen. "Besides, how does
Russia fit into all this?"

“Don’t you get it, Rattle?” Thibido’s face lit up with
excitement, “Russia and China have flat come out and said they’re
strategic allies. It ain’t no secret. They’re working on this
together!”

“Maybe it’s getting so bad in China that they don’t have a
choice.” Bolanger continued, “You know they always lie about the
state of their economy. Desperate measures for desperate
times.”

“Then China could print its way out of debt the way America is
doing now.” Kedzierski finished the thought.

“And America would finally have to pay its bills,” Thibido
added. “Sounds like the chickens might be comin’ home to
roost!”

Craigen’s eyes locked with Thibido. “Like I said, Scooter, this
could be bad.”

~

Over the next few days, more refugees found their way to the
tiny camp in Varniţa. Despite the severity of the conditions, the
Response Team had done a good job with outreach, appealing to the
Christian charity of the farmers who made up the Varniţa commune.
The village provided some food, blankets, and, most significantly,
dry clothes for those who had become soaked on their harrowing
journey through the chill of winter.

In just the last few days, Craigen and his team had saved
hundreds of lives. They were making a difference. He knew he’d made
the right choice to stay here.

One thing Craigen knew he would always remember was how the
faces of the refugees would light up when the tiny camp came into
view. He could see the relief in their faces when they realized
that an end to their ordeal was near at hand. His team was working
magnificently. They would meet the refugees, bring them to shelter,
get them dry, treat their wounds as best they could, and feed
them.

Then the refugees could get a little sleep while they waited on
Thibido’s convoy to ferry them back to

Chişinău.

The real problem was the wounded. Sometimes the injuries were
ghastly, and Craigen’s medical supplies had completely run out.
There was nothing he could do to fight infection, nothing he could
do for pain. They could stop bleeding with boiled rags donated by
the villagers, splint broken bones, and treat patients for shock.
But that was about all.

Burns were the worst, especially when the victims were children.
And they were seeing more and more burn victims. Just as Craigen
knew he would never forget the faces of the refugees lighting up
when they made it to his camp, he also knew he would never be able
to forget the sound of a child shrieking with pain as they tried to
clean a wound, or the horrible gasping rattle of an elderly woman
releasing her last breath. They began to add burials to their list
of duties.

~

"Get this group back to camp as fast as you can move them,
Curly," Craigen feigned nonchalance, hands in his pockets, hunched
against the evening chill. "I'll go see what those guys want."

The PIRA team had found some refugees wandering in the woods
near the the Transnistrian checkpoint, when two military vehicles
pulled up. "You shouldn't talk to them by yourself, Rattle," the
worry lines around Kedzierski eyes evident even in the gloom of the
approaching night.

"I called for the interpreter," Craigen put a reassuring hand on
Kedzierski's shoulder. "I'll be fine. But you'd better get going.
Right now. Probably looking for them," Craigen glanced in the
direction of the retreating band of refugees, moving only his
eyes.

As Kedzierski left with her charges, Craigen approached the
parked trucks. His arms hung loosely by his sides, palms facing
out, to signal he was not a threat, and he put on the biggest smile
he could muster. Even though he'd called for his translator, the
young Moldovan 'fixer' hadn't shown up yet.

Craigen was on his own.

"Hello boys, how can I help you today?" The words sounded
idiotic in his own ears. Still, Craigen figured the Transnistrians
didn't understand him, and the courteous greeting helped put him in
the right frame of mind for what might be a perilous encounter.

There was a long silence as the group of heavily armed soldiers
eyed the lone man standing between them and the band of retreating
refugees. Their leader seemed to be the oldest soldier.
Machine gun guy, Craigen recognized him.
This one is smart.

Machine gun nonchalantly pulled a pack of American cigarettes
from a pocket and made a show of offering one to Craigen. "Don't
smoke." Craigen waved the cigarette away.

“OK.” Machine gun said and put it between his own lips. He lit
it. After a long inhalation, he blew out an long stream of acrid
smoke made more pronounced by the steam of his breath and asked,
“Why do you do this?”

"You speak English?" Craigen felt relief. He wondered where his
Moldovan translator was.

Apparently, the young man had thought better of participating in
this conversation.

“A little, yah.” There was a long pause as machine gun waited
for Craigen to answer his original question.

Craigen understood that an answer was expected. So he smiled
brightly, and in his most engaging voice, he said, "We are a
Christian disaster relief organization. We're here to provide aid
and relieve suffering where we can."

“I understand this.” Another long drag on the cigarette. “What I
don’t understand is; why bother? What business do you Americans
have here with these Nazi scum? Why don’t you go back to your own
country? America has problems enough of its own.”

These last words were uttered with such contempt that it made
Craigen's blood run cold. Why is he threatening
me? With a genuine look of bewilderment he asked, "What do
you mean, problems?"

“My friend,” machine gun said the word, but there was no
friendship in his eyes, “haven’t you heard? Kyiv has fallen. The
war is over.” There was a sneer on his lip as machine gun continued
to deliver the shocking news. “Besides, China has now invaded
Taiwan. Perhaps your services will be required elsewhere?”

~

Anyone watching might have thought their conversation looked
amicable, but to Craigen it felt like an interrogation fraught with
menace. After what seemed like hours, machine gun and his soldiers
finally returned to the Transnistrian checkpoint. Wracked nerves
fueled his stride as Craigen rushed back to camp. He didn’t waste a
moment firing up the sat phone and calling in the report. "I heard
they took Kyiv and that China's invading Taiwan. How bad is
it?"

“It’s true that Russian troops have entered Kyiv. There are
still some pockets of resistance, but they’re not expected to hold
out long.” The Operation Officer’s voice was thin and mechanical
over the sat phone as the news was confirmed. “And we are just now
getting reports of Chinese missile strikes against some Taiwan air
defense batteries. How did you know about that?”

Craigen explained his conversation with the Transnistrian
commander and his team’s concerns. “We talked about the Chinese
selling off US treasury bills, and I’m worried Chief,” he admitted.
“But these people are counting on us. What’s our play?”





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: The
incident with the Transnistrian security officer indicates that we
were wrong, and the local situation is deteriorating. With the
additional possibility of a wider global conflict, it’s just too
great a risk to the PIRA team. We’re sorry, but even though some
Ukrainian refugees will likely die, the team is ordered to pull out
now and evacuate to Chişinău immediately.

Option 2:
It’s too early to tell yet what the developments in Kyiv will mean
for your operations in Varniţa. Don't worry about China and Taiwan.
Just keep clear of those Transnistrian security forces. We need you
to remain where you are. You’re the only support those refugees
have right now. More people will die if you leave.
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Landmark 2b. Moldova Closes Border

I can't remember ever seeing the Choir this
down, Craigen thought. The Response Team members were
morosely sipping from paper cups of coffee Craigen purchased from
the Bonjour Café. But instead of sitting outside next to the quaint
little kiosk located along Chişinău’s central park, the dismal
weather forced the team to take their drinks inside the nearby
hotel lobby to escape the cold and wet.

He knew they were all demoralized by the decision to abandon the
Varniţa site. Leaving had been extremely difficult for everyone.
They'd left the tents and meager relief supplies, and made
arraignments with the Varniţa community leaders to continue
supporting the growing numbers of refugees. But it was still
jarring to look into the eyes of the pregnant women and children
they were leaving. Many refugees openly wept when they realized the
Americans were abandoning them. Some cursed America, others cursed
the team members. It was impossible not to take it personally.

"Hey, listen up," Craigen did his best to sound confident. "I
know how you all feel about leaving. Trust me, I feel the same
way." Craigen tilted his head to make eye contact with Thibido and
Kedzierski. "Right now, we've got to just focus on moving forward."
They met his eyes, but then looked away.

No one had anything to add. Craigen considered this for a
moment, and then decided that perhaps their silence was better than
finding out what was really on their minds. He looked at his watch,
"Oh! I've got to call the Chief before it's too late back there.
Hang on a sec."

It was a little awkward, calling from the lobby. But there
weren't many guests around this time of day. It wasn't like he
really needed privacy to call in a report.

Craigen tried to keep his tone calm and patient, but the
direction of the conversation made his shoulders hunch over, and he
gripped the sat phone as though he were trying to wring a neck.
"Look Chief, Chişinău’s a madhouse. There's an alphabet soup of
relief agencies out here, and refugees are pouring in from
everywhere."

He listened to some long explanation on the phone before
countering, "I am trying to attend the Cluster meetings. But they
don’t always publish the meeting times and places. Nobody knows
who’s running the show over here. I know the PIRA donors want us to
make an impact, but it’s not like I can just start setting up tents
in the central park. We need one of these knuckleheads to step up
and take charge!”

Craigen dropped his forehead into his hand and massaged his
throbbing temples. Damn, I lost my temper.
He'd tried hard not to. What followed was a stern lecture about how
PIRA was counting on him to make those vital connections. If nobody
else was stepping up, then he would have to. He was reminded that
this was the nature of the job. It's what he signed up for.

“I got it, Chief.” He replied more curtly than he intended.

The expression of frustration earned him an additional lecture
about the spiraling costs of the war, inflating the price of
everything from food and fuel to medical aid.

“Yes, I understand.” Craigen bit his lip to keep from saying
anything stupid, and nodded as if the person on the other end of
the sat phone could see that he was in agreement. “I know you’re
counting on us.” There was a pause. “Yeah, we’ll get creative.
Fixing problems is what we do, right?” He tried in vain to make
this last comment sound upbeat and optimistic, but Craigen didn’t
think he was fooling anyone.

Finally, he put the phone back in his pocket and then just sat
for a long moment, watching a traffic jam of cars and trucks
inching along the busy streets, honking at pedestrians that seemed
to be scrambling urgently in all directions. My
team is just a tiny cog in this enormous wheel. We need a purpose,
or we need to go home. Through televised news reports, they
were learning about the many horrors the refugees were enduring.
Massive bombardments of civilian populations, dodging patrols and
indiscriminate killings, there were reports of sexual assaults, and
now, what looked like the beginnings of starvation. And here we are sleeping in comfortable beds, with heated
rooms, hot water, and plenty to eat.

“You OK, Rattle?” Kedzierski asked softly from behind him.
“Huh?” Her question broke Craigen free from his macabre
reverie.

“Ah…” He sighed, rubbing his eyes and putting on his game face,
“HQ says we need to do the best we can.” Then he eyed the stack of
Styrofoam boxes she was carrying. “What do you got there?”

“Breakfast.” Kedzierski distributed the take-out boxes filled
with two types of cheese dumplings, a local specialty.

~

The dumplings were delicious, but the team ate in muted silence.
A pall of discouragement hung over

them like the gloomy gray clouds that blanketed the Chişinău
sky.

“This all makes perfect sense, Rattle," Kedzierski said at
last.

To Craigen she appeared agitated, or even angry. We didn’t even thank her for finding us something to
eat. “What does?”

“Why is Putin doing all this.” Kedzierski set her paper coffee
cup down hard to emphasize the point. “That monster attacked
Georgia in 2008 and met no resistance. Then he attacked Crimea in
2014 and met no resistance. So now, when he attacks Ukraine and
gets his nose bloodied, he’s got to bomb all those innocent
civilians. He's murdering people just to prove what a tough guy he
is. It's pathetic!"

“That’s what everyone says, Curly.” Craigen put down his plastic
fork and picked up his coffee. He observed that Kedzierski always
talked about Putin, not the Russians. She blames
him for all the suffering. To her this is personal. “Thanks
for this, by the way.” He gestured towards the dumplings.

“Actually, the Russians fear the encroachment of NATO on their
borders,” offered Bolanger. “America has been pushing this for
decades. A confrontation was inevitable.” Bolanger was
originally

from Quebec, and she was younger than most of the team members,
so her opinions tended to be less favorable of US interventions in
other nations.

Thibido held up his cell phone, wagging the headline from some
news agency. The way he interrupted made Craigen suspect he was
trying to de-escalate a potential conflict between the two women.
"Well, talking about Russia's reasons for attacking Ukraine, here's
another one… Looks like they've found a bunch of bioweapons labs
over there. Accordin’ to this, the US government was funding ‘em,
too.”

“Where does it say that?” Kedzierski wanted to know. Thibido
handed her his phone.

“Of course,” Bolanger nodded her head smugly, “the US has been
interfering in this region for decades. Look at Trump’s
impeachment.”

“Trump’s impeachment?” Thibido exclaimed in astonishment. If
he’d wanted to diffuse the situation, he failed miserably. Instead,
the normally laconic Cajun seemed to switch into feud mode. “The
way I recall it, that was a big ‘ole hoax. The real criminal was
Biden’s boy, Hunter!”

Bolanger sniffed dismissively, “Whatever. The Russian government
knows the Ukrainian government is corrupt to the core and that
Zelenskyy is totally compromised. Funding the bioweapons labs
proves that.”

“Is that why Putin is bombing maternity wards?” Kedzierski threw
the phone back to Thibido; she was too apoplectic to read any more.
"Is he using firebombs and cluster bombs on women and kids so he
can protect himself from the bioweapons labs that Obama paid
for?”

How had this conversation gone sideways so
fast? Craigen watched in disbelief as his team disintegrated
before his eyes. He had to jump in immediately to put an end to it.
“That’s enough, all of you!” He spread his arms across the table
like a boxing referee breaking us a clinch. “We all volunteered to
come over here to help, and this isn’t helping!”

~

The next meeting of the Response Team took place late in the
afternoon. "All right, I got us a new job.” Craigen had finally
discovered the time and location of the Cluster meetings. “They’ve
assigned us to crowd management at the refugee center they’ve
assembled at the Moldexpo on Vasile Lupu Street.” Moldexpo was the
name of the Moldovan International Exposition Center

“Crowd management?” Thibido’s tone was incredulous. “What do you
mean by crowd management?”

"They've got a ton of people all milling about over there.
They're setting up those short metal barriers like you see at
concerts. We'll be directing people to the entrance and exit
points, vehicle parking, and restrooms."

"Aw, Rattle!" Thibido objected. "You mean to tell me the only
job they got for us to do is to be greeters at the refugee center?
You've got to be kidding me!"

“There are no small parts, just small players. You know that,
Scooter.” Craigen quipped back. He’d known this would be a hard
sell. “Besides, almost all the work they have going on over there
is administrative; checking peoples identification, assisting them
with travel arraignments, and contacting loved ones. Last I
checked, none of us speak any of the languages around here. So what
do you want them to do with us?"

The PIRA team spent the next half hour going over the details of
the assignment. Long faces looked resignedly at notepads as salient
details were dutifully recorded. The usual bantering cross-talk was
absent. Craigen wished for the millionth time that they’d stayed
back in Varniţa.

~

"OK, that about wraps this up," Craigen announced when the short
meeting was finally over. "But before you go back to your rooms, we
need to talk about what happened this morning." Craigen's eyes
locked first with Thibido, then Bolanger, and finally
Kedzierski.

“What do you mean, Rattle?” Asked Kedzierski.

Don’t give me that, Curly. You know exactly
what I’m talking about. Craigen's eyes narrowed to slits,
and he suppressed a grimace. "Well, let me put it this way,” he
said after a pause, “I think you’ve all had too much time to watch
TV since we came back from Varniţa.”

“So what?” Thibido raised both hands. It was a challenge.

“So what?” Craigen met the challenge with a feral intensity.
“I’ll tell you so what. I’m not going to have you guys hauling your
political baggage around on my deployment and dumping it all over
each other. Especially in a public place!” Craigen spit these last
words through gritted teeth. Again had to suppress himself, because
they were still in a public place.

Thibido backed down, mostly. Looking down and away, he mumbled,
“I can’t help it if the tail is waggin’ the dog to keep everybody’s
mind off the wrecked economy back home.”

Craigen shot his finger across the table, "That's exactly what
I'm talking about, Scooter. It's got to stop."

Bolanger opened her mouth to speak, but Craigen cut her off.
“Not now, Dee.”

She crossed her arms, face flushing. But she didn’t speak.
Uh oh, now I’ve offended her. Craigen had
been married enough times before to recognize the look. But he
couldn't let it go. "Look, Dee, Even though this is your first time
as a duet lead on a deployment, you're a peer now, and we respect
your opinion. But you've got to remember that not all of us share
your worldview. When you bag on America, don't be surprised when
your teammates get cranky."

“Am I the only one who’s expected to keep my mouth shut around
here?” Defiance flashed dangerously in her eyes as she glared at
Kedzierski and Thibido. “Maybe their worldviews make me
cranky?”

“Fair enough.” If possible, Thibido seemed to hang his head even
lower.

Kedzierski also wore an expression of remorse. "I'm sorry too,
Dee." Her hand trembled as she pushed back a graying lock of her
unruly hair behind one ear. "But I keep thinking of that little
girl, the one in Varniţa with all the burns…” Tears began to stream
down her eyes. Her whole body trembled as she hoarsely choked out
the words. “…She looked just like my granddaughter. I can’t stop
thinking about it.”

Bolanger caught Kedzierski’s hand in her own, and then the two
women embraced.

Craigen allowed some time to pass so Kedzierski could compose
herself before asking gently, “You all right, Curly?” They were all
familiar with PTSD; there was a lot of it in this line of work.
I’ll have to keep my eye on her.

She nodded stiffly and sniffed. “I’m good, Rattle. Not my first
rodeo. But it’s about time the international community did
something. This madness has got to stop.” Kedzierski directed this
last comment at Bolanger.

To Craigen, it was clear that Bolanger received the wisdom
contained in Kedzierski’s meaningful gaze.

The younger woman demurred. Apparently we’ve
got a truce.

He leaned forward. "Look, we all know the international
community has come together to drop the hammer on Putin with
sanctions and everything else. It sounds like Russia's economy is
collapsing, but maybe they're prepared for that. I don't know."
Craigen gripped the edge of the table with both hands. His brow
furrowed deeply, and the muscles of his jaws rippled as he gritted
his teeth. He stared downward as if he was addressing the tabletop
and kept his voice to a low growl so that he could not be easily
overheard.

“Maybe the sanctions will work, or maybe that will just make
that maniac feel like he’s been backed into a corner to the point
where he does something really insane. Again, I don’t know.” Then
he looked up fiercely at Bolanger. “I get it, Dee. Maybe they’re
dirty. They’re probably all dirty, the Russians, the Ukrainians…”
he swallowed, “yeah, probably the Americans too.”

Then he looked at the rest of the team and said, "The one thing
I do know," the table shuddered as he released his grip. He pointed
a meaty finger towards the window in the direction of the Moldexpo,
"is that as long as we've got people out there in trouble, I'm
gonna stay here and help them. I don't care if that means crowd
management, scrubbing toilets, or whatever it takes. That's what we
do, right?"

Chastened, the Response Team nodded their silent agreement.
Craigen took a deep breath and relaxed. I’ve got
my team back.

The bonding moment would prove to be short-lived, however. A
concierge approached the group. “Are you Mr. Craigen? I have a
message for you.”

Tense moments passed as he read the note. “What’s it say,
Rattle?”

“It says Moldova has closed their border. I’ve got to contact HQ
immediately.”

~

“I got your message about the closure of the Moldovan border.
How bad is it?”

The Operation Officer’s voice was thin and mechanical over the
sat phone as the news was confirmed. “We are just now getting
reports that NATO forces are establishing a No-Fly Zone over
Eastern and Southern Ukraine. We’re also hearing that there may be
Tomahawk cruise missile strikes on some key Russian
emplacements.”

Craigen was stunned. “It’s gotten that bad? Have the Russians
made that much progress?"

“The Ukrainian resistance has exceeded everyone’s expectations,"
the Chief elaborated on what Craigen already knew, "and now
Zelenskyy is on the air making statements about repulsing the
Russian assault on Kyiv. But that may be only temporary.”

"I don't get it, Chief," Craigen confessed. "It sounds like the
Ukrainians are winning. Why are they closing the Moldovan
border?”

"The Moldovans are closing the border because they believe Putin
is coming for them next. Is that clear enough?" the Operations
Officer snapped. "The fighting's been fierce on both sides. But
from our perspective, the real problem is the Russian economy."

"What?" Craigen was struggling to keep up with the shifting
currents of this conversation. "Why the economy?"

"They've been cut out of the SWIFT international financial
telecommunications system. The ruble is in free-fall, and they are
beginning to default on their debts. Putin's getting desperate, he
could do anything."

Craigen massaged his temples. No more
international finance stuff! Nearly choking with
frustration, Craigen made the request. “Just tell me what you want
us to do, Chief.”





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: The
closure of the Moldovan border seems out of line with the situation
on the ground because the Russians have so far failed to even take
Kyiv. However, with the border closed, it's

clear your team's no longer needed in Chişinău. It's time to
come home. Start making arraignments to

return to the United States.

Option 2: The
closure of the Moldovan border indicates extreme danger. The
sanctions are working, but we fear they are putting Putin’s back
against a wall. He’s made it crystal clear that he will escalate
the level of violence if he believes he’s facing an existential
crisis. We believe the situation in Ukraine has reached that
threshold. You are ordered to get out of Moldova immediately. Drop
everything you're doing and find a way to evacuate back to the US
by any means, before it’s too late!
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Landmark 2c. US Oil and Gas Production

Craigen wasn't sure what time it was. All he knew was that it
was late, and that he was bone tired.

Cluster meetings were now held in an industrial building
converted into an impromptu operations center. Despite the late
hour, traffic continued unabated as convoy after convoy arrived
delivering an endless supply of clothes, blankets, food, medicine,
and other desperately needed equipment to the refugee center that
had sprung up near the checkpoint on the Ukrainian border.

The arriving convoys were matched by departing convoys. Every
available car, truck, minivan, or bus was loaded with an endless
stream of men, women, and children seeking safety from the carnage
the Russians were inflicting on the Ukrainian coastal cities. An
incredible number of wounded people came in, and ambulances drove
recklessly over the shoulders of roadways trying to get critical
patients past stalled clusters of vehicles that clogged the main
routes. The local medical aid stations were utterly overwhelmed.
How many people will die on the road trying to
make it back to the hospital in Chişinău?

Craigen decided to walk the mile back to the PIRA campsite. He
found the walk through the mud and ice along the roadway relaxing
after the non-stop activity that had begun the moment his team
arrived.

It hadn’t let up. When the darkness was not pierced by convoy
headlights, he navigated by moonlight. A few light snowflakes were
falling. It was cold. He shoved his hands deeper into his coat
pockets and kept trudging forward.

~

“The Cluster confirms massive escalation of Russian violence.
There are reports of significant bombardment of civilian
populations.” Craigen briefed the Response Team as they sat around
a table made from a large wooden cable reel that had been
salvaged.

"Well, no kidding!" Thibido spat contemptuously. "Did they tell
you anything at that meeting we didn't already know?"

Craigen turned on Thibido with a growl. “Knock it off, Scooter!
We’re all worn out. Your sarcasm isn’t helping me any.”

Thibido looked away.

"It doesn't make sense, Rattle." Kedzierski brought over some
sandwiches and a bowl of rich stew.

The Response Team operated on the principle that "adequate"
shelter meant any shelter the team members would use themselves.
The same policy held true for meals. So, when they were on a
mission they operated out of tents and ate the same meals they
served to the refugees. There were several food collection points,
and supplies and donations were pouring in from all over the world.
So at least they were eating well.

“What doesn’t?”

“Why is Putin doing this?” Kedzierski wanted to know. “What
could he possibly gain by unleashing all this horror on innocent
civilians?”

“I dunno.” Craigen blew the steam from his stew before digging
in. She always talks about Putin, not the
Russians, Craigen observed. She blames him
for all the suffering. To her, this is personal. “Thanks
Curly.” He gestured towards the bowl with his spoon.

“As I was saying,” Craigen shot a sharp look at Thibido, “the
situation is dire, and the Cluster’s worried that this checkpoint
is being overwhelmed. They’re considering closing the border.”

“What?” Kedzierski dropped the ladle into the pot with a
clatter. “They’re still coming. People will die if they close that
border!”

Craigen raised both hands as if he were warding off a blow,
“Hold on, hold on. I just said they were considering closing the
border. Right now, it looks like they’re not going to. They seem to
think the international sanctions are working. Best case scenario,
we’ll be seeing an end of this war soon.”

"That's exactly what I was wondering about, Rattle." Kedzierski
returned to the question Craigen had ignored. "If Putin was
interested in his country's safety, why would he risk so much? He's
collapsing his own economy!"

“Actually, it’s not an economic question at all. The Russians
fear the encroachment of NATO on their borders,” offered Bolanger.
“America’s been pushing this for decades. A confrontation was
inevitable.” Bolanger was originally from Quebec, and she was
younger than most of the team members, so her opinions tended to be
less favorable of US interventions in other nations.

As if to cheer on a potential conflict between the two women,
Thibido held up his cell phone, wagging the headline from some news
agency in their direction. "Well, talking about international
sanctions, take a look at this… looks like there's been a shakeup
in the US administration. They're gonna use the Defense Production
Act to start producing American oil again. Drill, baby drill!
Whoowee! Russia just committed economic suicide!”

"Are they going to win a war by destroying the earth?" Bolanger
snapped, her disdain apparent. “Even Zelenskyy says that Europe
should move towards a green economy to prevent wars.”

Craigen watched Bolanger’s face turn red. She crossed her arms
and gritted her teeth. He’s been divorced enough times to know the
signs. Now Scooter’s gone and offended
her.

Thibido wouldn’t let it go. “Oh, so what? Does the oil from Iran
or Venezuela burn cleaner than American oil? Why are we on our
knees begging these evil dictators to ramp up production, when
we’re sitting on the biggest oil reserves on earth?”

“Maybe if we transitioned to a green economy, we wouldn’t even
be in this mess!” Bolanger fired back.

Craigen had to put a stop to this right now. Thibido was winding
up for a retort, but Craigen cut him off. “I said, that’s enough of
that Scooter! Not everyone shares your worldview.”

“Aww, Rattle, she's baggin' on America…"

Craigen cut him off again, this time with just a look and an
angry hand gesture, like a karate chop aimed across the table in
Thibido’s direction. It seems like I have play the
referee more often, Craigen rubbed his tired eyes,
they're wearing out.

"Let's just take a break for tonight," he suggested. "We've got
a big day tomorrow."

~

The hectic pace at the Palanca refugee camp continued unabated
as days stretched into weeks. I think the choir's
finally found its rhythm, Craigen mused while standing in a
tent, holding a pile of heavy boxes in his arms. He was waiting for
Kedzierski to clear off some shelving and unload him. He turned his
head at the soft sound of a woman's voice.

“Hello,” Bolanger gave her warmest smile, “I understand you
speak English?”

Craigen watched his protégé provide more aid and comfort with a
few kind words than an entire convoy of relief supplies. "Yes, a
little bit." The girl Bolanger was talking to was little more than
a teenager. She looked Asian, and she was definitely cold and
hungry …and all alone.

Bolanger directed the girl towards a cot and showed her the
shelves where she could store the few meager belongings she'd
brought with her. "What's your name, hon?"

"Jun." She looked terrified. Her eyes darted around the tent,
assessing the other women and girls.

She met Craigen's gaze for the briefest of moments before she
looked away.

I probably better get out of here.
Craigen knew he appeared menacing to most people. That was a
benefit in most situations, but this wasn’t one of them. But he was
still holding a load of heavy boxes, and he couldn’t leave until
he’d set them down.

"Jun," Bolanger repeated. "That's a pretty name. Where are you
from, Jun?” “I’m an exchange student from China. I attended
university in Odesa.”

A shudder ran through Jun's frail frame, and Bolanger
instinctively reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. "Oh my
goodness, you're soaking wet!"

“Our car ran out of gas.” She said meekly. “We had to walk, and
it started raining…”

“Oh honey, we have lots of clothes here. Let’s get you into
something dry. You need shoes too…”

At the mention of shoes, something delicate in the young girl’s
heart broke. She hugged her knees and began to sob uncontrollably.
Bolanger just wrapped her arms around Jun’s shuddering frame
and

held her, rocking gently and stroking her hair. Minutes later,
she was still weeping inconsolably. This job is
about a lot more than just delivering supplies. As he
slipped quietly out of the tent, Craigen thought he’d never been so
proud of a teammate.

~

Craigen learned a long time ago that the best support he could
provide for his team was to just give them regular opportunities to
talk over their experiences. Usually, all he had to do was ask a
couple of general questions and then pay close attention to the
answers. Once people realized you were really listening, they often
poured out all the pain they were carrying around inside.
Dee needs this from us now.

"She told me that the Chinese consulate kept telling all the
students that there wouldn't even be a war in Ukraine," Bolanger
explained later that night. "Then, even after the shooting started,
they said it wouldn't escalate. By the time Jun and her friends
decided to leave, it was almost too late."

“What happened to the other students she was traveling with?”
Thibido wanted to know. He was also an old operator, and knew when
it was time to talk things through.

“Oh my goodness, that’s the worst part.” Bolanger’s hand
trembled slightly as she pushed an auburn lock behind one ear. “She
said the Russian jets fired a machine gun at the road with the
refugees, and her car…" Bolanger couldn't finish the sentence. She
covered her mouth with one hand to suppress the emotion.

After she regained her composure, she continued, “She said her
car got hit, and all her friends were killed. There was snow on the
ground, and she didn't have the right kind of shoes. So she took
them off of one of her dead friends…"

Kedzierski was sitting close by, and she took Bolanger’s hand in
hers. Then she folded her into an embrace as Bolanger wept bitter
tears.

“You OK, Dee?” Craigen asked when it seemed appropriate.

Bolanger nodded and sniffed, “Yeah Rattle, I’m good. I’ve had
tough deployments before.” Her eyes held Craigen’s expectantly. She
needed his approval.

Craigen nodded. “You really impressed me back there. You made
more of a difference in that girl’s life than you’ll ever
know.”

The rare word of praise made Bolanger choke up again, but she
just nodded back. PTSD is par for the course
around here… I’ll have to keep my eye on her.

Thibido even offered her a friendly pat on the shoulder. “The
Rattle’s right, Dee. Dis da hardest part of the job, and you’re
crushin’ it.”

How does this happen? Not for the first
time, Craigen was a bit bewildered by the team dynamic, but
whatever was happening made him happy. A couple of
weeks ago they were at each other's

throats. Somehow my choir is back in
tune.

Bolanger smiled nervously, clearly uncomfortable with the
attention. She made an obvious effort to change the subject. “Jun’s
furious with the Chinese government.”

“Why?” Asked Kedzierski.

“She said she’d always been a true believer, a patriot.”
Bolanger explained, “She said they taught her to hate Westerners,
and she is ashamed because she’s always spoken ill of us.”

“I’d be angrier with Putin,” Kedzierski frowned, “It was his
planes that fired on innocent civilians.”

“That’s the point Raquel,” Bolanger was the only one who called
Kedzierski by her first name. “She said the Chinese government must
have known what was going on, but they did nothing to help her.
They didn’t care. She says the men who saved her were Ukrainian
soldiers. She watched small teams of them shoot at tanks to keep
the route clear for refugees. She never imagined such bravery.”

"Oh, dat’s da way to do it, yah!” The normally laconic Thibido
chimed in, his feuding blood up. “Ole Putin seriously miscalculated
da big fight in dat little dog.”

“Jun told me that she sees the truth of it now.” Bolanger
continued, “First the Ukrainian soldiers saved her, then the
Americans helped her escape. She’s ashamed of the things she’s said
about the West.”

“Where’s she going to go?” Craigen asked.

“She has some distant relatives in England. She’s hoping they’ll
take her in.” “Not going back to China?

“No.” Said Bolanger flatly. “She knows the Chinese government
lied to her. Just like the Russians, they put power before people.
To her, Putin is just a symptom of a far deeper evil. She’s never
going back.”

"That man will be imprisoned for war crimes," Kedzierski
prophesied coldly.

"If one of 'em oligarchs he's ruined doesn't put a bullet in his
head first," Thibido added.

"Don't start back up again, Scooter," Craigen growled and
pointed an accusing finger. “That's not what PIRA is about. What we
really need to be doing is praying for his soul.”

~

Perhaps it was the perpetually overcast sky, or the way the icy
fog settled and lingered for days on end. Perhaps it was because
Craigen didn't work regular shifts, he just worked whenever he was
needed. Whatever the reason, Craigen had completely unaware of the
hour when he called the PIRA Headquarters to report on the latest
Cluster meeting.

“Do you know what time it is, Rattle? This better be important.”
The Chief Operations Officer reminded him bluntly, his slurred
voice thick with sleep.

“Sorry Chief, the Cluster meeting started late and ran long.”
Craigen was exhausted too. “I’ve been running on fumes.”

“What’s up?”

“More of the same. Refugees keep pouring across the border.
There’re a lot of rumors floating around here that I needed to talk
to you about. How’s the war going?”

“The Ukrainians have really taken the fight to the Russians. But
nobody believes they can hold out forever. We think the resistance
could collapse any day now.” There was an undertone of
discouragement in the OPS Officer’s voice. “I was going to call you
about it tomorrow. But I guess it’s already tomorrow for you
there.”

“Are they still talking about closing the border?” Craigen
asked.

“No, not at all,” that rumor was squashed. Then the Operations
Officer elaborated, “In fact, the only thing salvaging the
deteriorating Ukrainian military situation may be the dismal
performance of the Russian military. It’s giving us some hope for a
positive outcome.”

“Did NATO enter the war?” Craigen was worried about the fight
escalating into something far worse.

“No, they haven't done that either,” a second rumor squashed.
“Instead, they’re trying something different. It's the oil. America
has committed to opening up all the pumps and flooding the world
markets with cheap oil. It will take some time, but that decision
changes the whole equation."

“We saw something about that in the news.” Craigen felt
invigorated for the first time in weeks. “Does that mean a change
of mission, Chief? What do you want us to do?”





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: If
the Russian economy collapses, we think the Russians might just
give up and pull out of Ukraine. We need you to start making plans
to push forward into the port city of Odesa. We don’t know what
kind of mess you’re likely to come across, so be ready to conduct a
lot of assessments.

Options 2:
Despite the collapsing Russian economy, Putin has vowed to fight
until the end. He’s made public statements that he will escalate
the violence if he feels there is an existential threat to his
country. In our estimation, Putin will view the increase in oil
production as an act of open warfare by the United States. The
danger is too great. You are ordered to evacuate now and return to
the United States.
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Landmark 2d. China Betrays Russia

Craigen didn’t know what time it was. All he knew was that it
was too early, and that he was still groggy after a busy and mostly
sleepless night. Cluster meetings were now being held during the
shift change before breakfast in an old industrial building
converted into a twenty-four hour operations center. With a thin
ray of dawn sun peaking beneath the perpetually overcast sky,
traffic continued unabated as convoy after convoy arrived,
delivering an endless supply of clothes, blankets, food, medicine,
and other desperately needed equipment to the refugee center that
had sprung up near the checkpoint on the Ukrainian border.

The arriving convoys were matched by departing convoys as every
available car, truck, minivan, or bus was loaded with an endless
stream of men, women, and children seeking safety from the carnage
the Russians were inflicting on the Ukrainian coastal cities. An
incredible number of wounded people came in, and ambulances drove
recklessly over the shoulders of roadways trying to get critical
patients past stalled clusters of vehicles that clogged the main
routes. The local medical aid stations were completely overwhelmed.
How many people will die on the road trying to
make it back to the hospital in Chişinău?

Craigen decided to walk the mile back to the PIRA campsite.
Despite the biting cold morning chill, he found the walk through
the mud and ice along the roadway invigorating after the non-stop
activity that had begun the moment his team arrived. It hadn’t let
up. It was cold, and few light snowflakes were falling. He shoved
his hands deeper into his coat pockets and kept trudging
forward.

~

“The Cluster confirms massive escalation of Russian violence.
There are reports of significant bombardment of civilian
populations." Craigen briefed the Response Team as they sat around
a table made from a large wooden cable reel that had been
salvaged.

“That makes sense,” Kedzierski mused aloud as she brought over
some sandwiches and a bowl of rich stew. The Response Team operated
on the principle that “adequate” shelter meant any shelter the team
members would use themselves. The same policy held true for meals.
So when they were on a mission, they operated out of tents, and ate
the same meals they served to the refugees. There were several food
collection points, and supplies and donations were pouring in from
all over the world. So at least they were eating well.

“What does?”

“I’ve been thinking about why Putin is doing all this,” she said
by way of explanation. “The Bible makes it clear, there can only be
one reason he’s unleashing all this horror on innocent
civilians.”

Craigen blew the steam from his stew before digging in.
She always talks about Putin, not the
Russians, he observed. She blames him for
all the suffering. To her, this is personal. “Thanks Curly.”
He gestured towards the bowl with his spoon.

“We're entering the end times," Kedzierski said, setting her
coffee cup down carefully to emphasize the finality of her
statement.

“Aw, c’mon Curly!” Thibido spat contemptuously. “Don’t go actin’
like that. Like we ain’t got enough to worry about right here
without thumpin’ the Bible at folks!”

“Knock it off, Scooter!” Craigen snapped, “Last time I checked,
Parousia International was a Christian organization. So don’t go
bagging on her perspective of the situation.” He knew his outburst
was uncharacteristic, and he regretted his tone. I’m just tired. We’re all tired.

“Whosoever shall be ashamed of me in this sinful generation, so
shall the Son of man be ashamed.

Matthew 16:38.” Kedzierski held one hand out like a book while
she glared at Thibido and defiantly thumped on her open palm with
the other.

Thibido looked away.

“Actually, this isn’t some imaginary battle between good and
evil.” Offered Bolanger. “The obvious truth about this war is that
it is a contest of international power. The Russians fear the
encroachment of NATO on their borders. America’s been pushing this
for decades. A confrontation was inevitable.” Bolanger was
originally from Quebec, and she was younger than most of the team
members, so her opinions tended to be less favorable of US
interventions in other nations.

Kedzierski’s crossed her arms, face flushing. But she didn’t
speak. Uh oh, now Dee’s offended her.

Craigen had been married enough times to recognize the look. But
he couldn’t let it go. "Look Curly, you know everyone here respects
your opinion. But you've got to remember that not everyone shares
your worldview. We came to serve those in need, not to
evangelize."

“I can’t believe you expect me to keep my mouth shut, Rattle.”
Defiance flashed dangerously in her eyes as she glared at Bolanger.
“I won’t. I know my Christian duty.”

“Russia’s always complainin’ ‘bout how us Americans are always
imposing our morality on other cultures," Thibido argued.

“You mean the same evil man who firebombs maternity wards?”
Kedzierski hissed. “This also from the government that talks openly
about executing Ukrainians by hanging them? I’ll stand my morality
up to theirs any day!”

Craigen could tell that Thibido had his 'feuding' blood up when
the Cajun held up his cell phone, wagging the headline from some
news agency to make his next point. “Well, talk about international
power plays, take a look at this… looks like the Ruskies are
beggin’ China to bail him out and send him military aid. Whoowee!”
The normally laconic Thibido crowed. “When it comes to Zelenskyy,
‘ole Putin seriously miscalculated da big fight in dat little
dog.”

Desperate to change the subject before his whole team
disintegrated into bickering, Craigen silenced Thibido with a sharp
look. “As I was saying, the situation is dire, and the Cluster’s
worried that this checkpoint is being overwhelmed. They’re
considering closing the border.”

“What?” Kedzierski’s jaw dropped in shock. “They’re still
coming. People will die if they close that border!”

Craigen raised both hands as if he were warding off a blow,
“Hold on, hold on. I just said they were considering closing the
border. Right now, it looks like they’re not going to. They seem to
think that progress is being made at the peace negotiations.”

“The real victory has already been won.” Kedzierski cocked an
eyebrow at Thibido, challenging him to deny it.

~

“Get out da way, Rattle! We comin’ through!” Thibido grunted
urgently. He and his apprentice were struggling under the weight of
a stretcher. The man they carried was obviously severely wounded.
Blood stained the sheets around his abdomen and in the area around
his knees. Craigen wasn’t sure, but it seemed like the casualty was
missing his feet.

“What are you doing, Scooter?” Craigen jumped out of the way,
pulling a tent flap back to assist his comrades. “This isn’t the
hospital ward.”

As Thibido passed by he said, “Dey don’t got no room over
there.” His friend’s face was a mask of anguish. He silently
mouthed the words, "He's expected."

“Expected” meant that the wounded man was expected to die.
Craigen reasoned that the medical ward had assessed the man’s
wounds as terminal during the triage process and left him outside
in the cold weather to die. Apparently, Thibido had decided on his
own to bring him inside the PIRA tent in an impulsive act of
compassion. It was highly unusual, but this tent was unoccupied, so
Craigen allowed it. What could it hurt,
anyway?

They placed the stretcher on a cot, and Thibido pulled up a
folding chair so he could sit at the wounded man’s side. He pointed
to the letter 'T' written in blood on the soldier's forehead. The
'T' stood for the tourniquets tying off the stumps of what remained
of his legs. “Get me a towel or something to wipe this up!” Thibido
commanded his apprentice, who scurried outside to comply. Then he
took the injured man’s hand in his and said, “Howdy boy, my name’s
Ricky, but everybody call’s me Scooter. I understand you speak
English?”

Craigen’s heart broke to watch his best friend provide the last
aid and comfort this poor man would ever receive. “Ya, a little
bit.” The soldier was barely more than a teenager. Then Craigen
realized with a shock, He’s wearing a Russian
uniform!

“What’s your name, son?” Thibido asked.

“Petr.” The young man responded weakly. Then his eyes grew wide,
and he said more urgently, "Petr Ivanov! Ivanov! You must tell my
father… his name is Sergei. Sergei Ivanov from Novosibirsk. Please…
" his voice grew weak again as he groaned and clasped the bloodied
sheets around his waist.

“Take it easy Pete,” Thibido said calmly. “I got you. You’re
doing fine. You’ll be up and outta here in no time.”

Petr turned the saddest eyes towards Thibido that Craigen had
ever seen. “Please, you must tell my father…”

“Petr Ivanov from Novosibirsk, your daddy's name is Sergei." For
perhaps the first time in his life, Craigen heard Thibido enunciate
slowly and clearly, hiding nearly all traces of his thick Cajun
accent. "Don't worry son, if it comes to that, I got you. I got
you."

~

“He was a conscript. Dey pulled him right off the street and
drafted him on the spot. Can you believe that?” Thibido explained
later that night. “His commanders told him that the Chinese had
done gone and betrayed the Ruskies. Dey was in cahoots, sure
enough. The plan was for the Ruskies to do the dirty work in
Ukraine, and while the world was lookin’ away, China would come in
and swoop up control of the world’s money supply."

“How could China betray Russia?” Kedzierski wanted to know.

"According to Pete," that's how Thibido referred to the
now-deceased Russian soldier, "Durn China’s gone an attacked
Vladivostok.”

“What?” Craigen sat up, spilling his coffee over the table.

“That’s what he told me, Rattle.” Thibido nodded sagely. “Pete
said the Chinese figured Putin was losin' the war here, so it was
time for a little payback."

“Payback for what?” Craigen asked, astonished. “Didn’t China and
Russia just sign some sort of ‘eternal friendship’
declaration?”

“That was the Russia-China Partnership Agreement, signed in
February,” said Bolanger. “They agreed to a partnership without any
limitations.”

"Well, it don't look like that partnership was worth the paper
it was written on." Despite the combative tone of his words,
Thibido's hand trembled as he reached for his coffee cup. "Pete
told me that the Ruskie's took Siberia from the Chinese after WWII.
Who knew?"

“You ok, Scooter?” Craigen asked when Thibido set the cup back
down.

Thibido shook his head and swiped at his thick mustache, “I can
tell you, Rattle, I’ve had better days.” A hush fell over the room,
the entire team waiting to hear his next words.

As the silence grew uncomfortably long, Craigen filled the
conversational void, "You made more of a difference to that young
man than you’ll ever know.”

Tears glistened in the corner of Thibido’s eyes when he raised
them to meet Craigen’s questioning look. “Pete got it just like
Randy did.”

Craigen choked up. Randy was Thibido’s son.
Lost him to an IED attack in Iraq.

“I wished someone had been there to hold his hand when he
passed.”

He never talks about Randy. Craigen
reached out and placed a hand on Thibido's shoulder. He held it for
a moment before pulling him into an embrace, "C'mon in, bro."
Craigen held him as the shudder of Thibido’s wracking sobs shook
him.

After the storm of emotion passed, Craigen realized that both
Kedzierski and Bolanger had joined the two men in a group hug.
How did this happen? He was a bit
bewildered by the team dynamic, but whatever was happening made him
happy in a bittersweet way. Somehow my crew is
coming together again.

Thibido pulled away. Wiped his nose again and said gruffly. “Now
don’t you all go getting soft on me now. You don’t have to worry
about ‘ole Scooter. Heck, I can’t even spell PTSD!” This made
everyone laugh.

Craigen smiled, relieved by the break in tension, but still
concerned. I’ll have to keep my eye on him,
he thought.

“Well Scooter,” Craigen returned to his seat at the table, “If
what Pete told you is true, this changes everything. I’d better get
on the horn and call HQ to see what’s going on.”

~

Craigen wasn’t overly concerned about China attacking
Vladivostok. The Palanca Camp was filled with all sorts of wild
rumors, it was impossible to keep track of all the information
coming at him daily. It's not my job to figure it
out, that's what HQ is for. So he waited until the PIRA team
was awake and on duty back in the United States before calling in.
After discussing the team's operations and status, he asked,
“There’s a rumor floating around here that now China’s invading
Russia. Is that true?”

The Operation Officer’s voice was thin and mechanical over the
sat phone as the news was confirmed. “What? No, that’s not true.
Where did you hear that?”

Craigen explained Thibido’s conversation with the dying Russian
conscript and his team’s concerns.

“No, there hasn't been any Chinese invasion of Russia," The
Operations Officer denied the report, “But there has been an
interesting development. Beijing has demanded the port at
Vladivostok as collateral for the war loans Russia is requesting.
We think that Xi must have expected Putin to take Ukraine quickly.
But since Putin’s forces have performed so abysmally, China sees
this as an opportunity to renew a historical claim on that
territory.”

“That’s sounds crazy, Chief,” Craigen’s expression was pinched
as he attempted to make sense of what he was hearing. “Are they
using debt as some kind of weapon now? What possible historic claim
does China have on Vladivostok?”

“The Chinese name for Vladivostok is Hǎishēnwǎi," the Operations
Officer explained patiently, "it was the home of the Qing Dynasty,
and taken by the Russians in 1860 after the Second Opium War.
Besides, the Chinese have been using debt as a weapon for years;
they're masters at it."

“I thought the Chinese were going after Taiwan.”

“After the way the whole world pulled together to ostracize
Russia, we think that Xi figures Taiwan might be too costly to
attack right now. Going after Vladivostok is basically the same as
Taiwan, but with Putin bogged down in Ukraine, it’s a much easier
target.”

Craigen was silent for a long time. “You still there,
Rattle?”

"Yeah Chief," Craigen replied slowly, "I just didn't know about
any of that. We all thought the Ukrainian resistance was
crumbling.”

“The Ukrainians have really taken the fight to the Russians. But
nobody believes they can hold out forever. We think the resistance
will collapse any day now.” Then the Operations Officer elaborated,
“In fact, the only thing salvaging the deteriorating Ukrainian
military situation may be the dismal performance of the Russian
military. It’s giving us some hope for a positive outcome.”

“It sounds to me like Russia now has a war on two fronts. Is
this something we need to be worried about?” Craigen asked. “How
will this impact our operations here?”





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1:
Despite China’s betrayal, Putin is accepting the loan package with
Vladivostok as collateral and has vowed to continue the fight in
Ukraine for as long as it takes. He’s got too much on the line to
ever pull out of there without a victory. This isn’t going to end
any time soon. You’ve been doing great work and helped save
thousands of lives, but we need to start making plans to replace
your team.

Options 2:
Despite China’s betrayal, Putin is accepting the loan package with
Vladivostok as collateral. Russia’s using the peace talks as cover
to regroup and reorganize for the next offensive. The Ukrainians
are spent, and we don’t think Kyiv can withstand another attack.
We’re hearing that Zelenskyy is seriously wounded, and they think
he's been moved out of the country. I know your team is exhausted,
but we need you to hang on a little longer.
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White Swan: Ukraine Wins!

“Are we ever going to bug outta here, Rattle?” Thibido asked
wearily. The two men stood next to each other on a serving line in
a makeshift kitchen. Thibido was ladling out bowls of stew while
Craigen dished out spoonfuls of vegetables.

“I don’t know for sure, but HQ seems to think that the Russians
will pull out of Ukraine soon." Craigen concentrated on not
spilling the contents of his spoon, and he made sure to look the
elderly man he was serving in the eye and give him a warm smile.
“If that happens, we'll need to be prepared to push forward across
the border and start doing assessments again.”

“I like the sound of that!” Thibido‘s grin was broad and toothy.
“You know I don’t mind doin’ any honest work, but it’s just plumb
wrong to use our team for this purpose.” He waived around the
kitchen serving line. Mercifully, there was no longer anyone
waiting to be fed. “Our donors put up good money to send us here to
deliver and build shelters. This here just seems like busywork to
me.”

Craigen’s stretched for a moment to ease the ache in his back.
“There hasn’t been any letup in the number of people coming through
this checkpoint, that’s for sure. But if we deploy forward into

Ukraine, I’m worried about how the others are going to hold up.
We've been running really hard for a long time now.”

“Aw, they’ll be fine." Thibido picked up the now-empty pot and
brought it to the sink to wash. "We thrive on doin’ what we do the
best. We’re a Response Team! We get in first and do the initial
assessments; that's our specialty."

Craigen beamed, “You get the Choir together, and we’ll start
planning for the possibility of extending our mission.” He stripped
off his plastic serving gloves and discarded them into a nearby
trash can, “I’ll let them know at the Cluster meeting tonight that
PIRA will be ready if they decide they need us.”

~

Craigen practically danced through the tent door when he
returned from the Cluster meeting. He clapped his hands together
and announced, “I’ve got amazing news!” He tried to convey a sense
of the magnitude of the information he’d learned. The whole Choir
looked at him expectantly, and Craigen didn't fail to deliver. “The
war’s over!”

“What? How?” Bolanger was the first to ask, but all the team
members were buzzing with questions.

“Hold on, hold on.” Craigen held his hands up to fend off the
barrage. “This all happened just a couple hours ago. I don’t even
think it’s made the news yet. But they had a Ukrainian jet pilot
Kamikaze into the Kremlin.”

After an initial shocked hush, everyone began talking excitedly,
and Craigen had to settle them down again. "They showed us some
video footage at the Cluster meeting. Oh man, when you see it your
jaw’s gonna hit the floor. Somebody try to find it online. Every
news station in the world is going to be carrying it.”

“What happened, Rattle?” Thibido asked.

"You know those MiG-29s Poland sent to Ukraine?" “Yeah.”

Craigen's eyes grew huge, and he held up his hands to get their
attention, "You're never going to believe this, but Zelenskyy took
all twenty-eight of them, along with a bunch of unmanned drones,
and flew them in a suicide mission straight to Moscow."

Kedzierski gasped, “Oh my…”

“Yeah, right?” Craigen’s face was flushed. “Between the Russian
Air Force and the air defense artillery, all but one Ukrainian MiG
was shot out of the sky. And that guy…” Craigen’s chest heaved with
excitement, "You're really not going to believe this, but they’ve
got that guy on radio deciding to crash his jet into the Kremlin.
They ordered him not to, but he was out of missiles, and he wanted
the drone that was with him to get it all on camera. I swear I saw
the footage, and it's just like watching 9-11 all over again. The
plane screams in from the left and then slams into Red Square. St.
Basil's Cathedral is burning!"

“You gotta be kiddin'." Thibido covered his open mouth. Then he
finally exclaimed, "Whoowee! Ain't dat somethin’. I guess ‘ole
Putin finally messed with the wrong guy.”

“I’ve got it!” Bolanger called out from the table where she was
clicking buttons on her tablet.

Everyone crowded around to get a better look. There before their
eyes were the multi-colored onion domes engulfed in flames while a
group of firefighters and emergency responders looked on
helplessly.

After a while, Kedzierski snapped impatiently. “Please, can you
all keep it down? I can’t hear what they’re saying.”

“They ain’t speakin’ English, Curly.” Thibido offered.

Kedzierski pulled her face away from the monitor screen, “I’m
trying to read the subtitles. I’m worried. Oh Rattle, this could
lead to a nuclear war!”

“No, that’s what everyone at the Cluster meeting thought too.”
Craigen’s voice was apologetic, “I forgot to tell you the rest.
Zelenskyy got on the air and announced that if Russia wanted to
escalate the war, so be it. He didn't care if the whole world
burned down. He just wanted payback. By the grace of God, the
Russians backed down, and now Putin’s been arrested at his home,
along with several members of his cabinet and at least two of his
generals.”

“I don’t understand,” said Bolanger. “Just a single plane
crashed into the Kremlin and the Russians back down? That can’t be
right. They survived Stalingrad, Hitler, and Lenin… one plane would
never be enough to make the Russians stop fighting…”

Craigen thought about this, “It could be that the suicide attack
is just the symbol, Dee. You know the Russian economy’s been in
free-fall since the American oil and gas started flooding the
markets. There was no chance of the Russians escaping an economic
depression.”

Bolanger was obviously repulsed by this idea. “So you really
think the decision to fill the world with pollution is what won the
war? More oil isn’t the solution!”

Craigen took a step back. "I'm not making any judgments, Dee.
All I know is that whoever's running the Russian government right
now has made it clear that they are pulling out of Ukraine
immediately. The war’s over, and that's good enough for me!”

“At least it’s not WWIII.” Kedzierski said softly. "Drill, baby,
drill!" Thibido crowed.

Bolanger crossed her arms and turned away.

Behind her back, Craigen just rolled his eyes. But Bolanger's
evident displeasure brought him back down to earth. "Listen up,
everybody. This doesn't mean our mission's over. There's still a
lot of desperate people out there. There gonna need us to get out
there and do what we do best. PIRA's work is just getting
started."

~

Craigen was happy. They were on the move again, but this time
they only managed to hustle up three trucks with drivers. They
didn't have any tents or other equipment for refugees; they were
only assigned to go in and do assessments. He rode in the back seat
of the lead vehicle with Kedzierski and Jones. Kedzierski was
working the GPS.

His euphoric feelings didn’t last more than a few miles along
the bombed-out and congested road they traveled along. The PIRA
team was about halfway back in a massive convoy heading east into
Ukraine. The road became blocked at the first bridge leading into
the town of Mayake, and over a dozen men had to get out of their
vehicles to push disabled cars and trucks out of the way. Most of
them were just out of gas, but some had been blown up.

After another agonizingly slow couple of hours traveling along
the M-15 highway, Craigen keyed the walkie-talkie app on his
smartphone and radioed the other PIRA trucks. "We're coming up at a
significant landmark ahead. It's the two towers roundabout. Tell
your drivers we will be taking the third exit from the roundabout.
I say again, the third exit. It's the road heading north the Kyiv.
They ought to know which one it is."

"10-4, Rattle." Thibido seemed to enjoy the walkie-talkie
feature, which he used with a healthy dose of the jargon common to
the American CB radios. "Are we gonna split off from the main
convoy, or stick with 'em? C'mon back."

“No Scooter,” Craigen resisted the urge to echo the jargon.
“We’re splitting off from the main body.

They’ve got us heading out to some of the rural areas north of
Odesa.”

“Rattle, this is Dee.” Bolanger sounded concerned. “Our driver
wants to know if we’re going all the way to Kyiv.”

“No. Tell him no, Dee. We’re just going a couple miles north of
Odesa. Around Dachne. Ask him if he knows where Dachne is.”

There was a long pause while Bolanger confirmed. “Yes, he knows
that town.” “Good. That’s where we'll stop, and I'll give you your
assignments."

~

“OK, I’ve got to head into Odesa tonight and try to find the
Cluster meeting.” Craigen took a break from unloading some supplies
from his truck to gather his team together. “What’d you guys come
up with? Curly, you first.”

Kedzierski unrolled a big map on the hood of the truck. "Right.
We went up over here to Altestove. It's a pretty small town. It's a
lot more modern than some of the places we've been, but it's
basically a rural suburb. We found a guy that I guess you could
call the mayor, but he seemed pretty suspicious of us."

“You mean they weren’t cheering the American liberators?”
Craigen’s comment contained a tinge of sarcasm.

"You picked up on that too?" Kedzierski shared a knowing look,
"I think that people are just coming to terms with the war's
ending. They seem glad to see us, but I suspect that there is a lot
of mistrust about the American involvement."

Craigen frowned, adding this bit of information to the mental
map he was building, “Well, anyway, what about the need for
shelter? Do you have a population estimate?”

Kedzierski sighed, “Altestove sits right along the E95 highway.
With all the traffic and people moving everywhere, I’d have to
guess somewhere in the range of three to five thousand people
needing shelter. But that’s a rough estimate.”

“Got it.” Craigen jotted down some notes. “Anything else?”

“Yeah, they didn’t get bombed too much, although at the
beginning of the war there was a Ukrainian rocket artillery
regiment stationed there. Once that unit left town, things settled
down quite a bit.”

“So, there’s not a lot of wounded?”

"Not wounded, no. But there is a lot of sickness in Altestove.
The mayor seems to think that it's because the water treatment
plant was destroyed and everybody's been drinking out of the river.
There could be a real problem with water-borne illness unless we
can get a purification team on site."

Craigen just nodded and kept writing. “Dee, how about your duet?
What did you find in Kholodna Balka?” He struggled with the
pronunciation for a moment and then gave up.

“Kholodna Balka," Bolanger corrected, "We found catacombs."
Craigen looked up sharply. "What?”

"Catacombs," Bolanger repeated. "Huge ones, they go for miles.
I've never seen anything like it." Craigen put down his pen. “You
mean like the place where they bury people?”

"Yeah." Bolanger nodded. "Well, yeah, they have buried some
people in there. But it's really an old mine network. I guess they
have mines like this throughout the region. They're massive."

“Wow.” Craigen leaned back and raised his eyebrows. “Who would
have thought that?” The question was rhetorical. “What about the
need for shelter? Population estimate?”

“There’s a big population in Kholodna Balka. Maybe eight or even
ten thousand. It's hard to estimate. They’ve got Ukrainian guerilla
camps scattered all through there. Men, women, and children are
hiding out everywhere, taking advantage of the caves to stay out of
the weather. They’re burning wood or anything they can find for
fuel. Almost all of them have been blown up or shot at. They’re in
really bad shape.”

“Lot of wounded then?”

“Yeah. Tons of wounded.”

“OK, got it.” Craigen returned to making notes. When he finished
the page he was writing on, he gave his own report. “I drove with
Scooter’s duet all around Dachne. There was a lot of bomb damage,
but no corpses in the streets like they are finding in Odesa.” The
team paused for a moment; the news was filled with images of
atrocities the retreating Russians had committed. “We didn’t find
any kind of mayor, but I can tell you that we got a lot of hard
stares out here. The people seemed genuinely upset at our presence.
The few we did talk to complained that they didn’t need a bunch of
Americans giving treating them like victims.”

“They about ran us out of town," Thibido added.

Craigen nodded, “I guess I don’t blame them for wanting to get
foreigners out of their country. They did tell us that we should
just drop off any relief supplies and let them take care of
business themselves. What they really wanted was tools to fix their
houses.”

“What’s the call, Rattle?” Kedzierski wanted to know.

“Well, based on these reports, I’m leaning towards recommending
we focus on Kholodna Balka,” Craigen said. “What do you think?”

"There are never enough resources for an operation like this,
but what PIRA is bringing seems best suited for the injured folks
hiding out in those catacombs." Kedzierski agreed, and the others
nodded.

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Craigen grinned and clapped
Thibido on the shoulder. “PIRA’s in the house, making the world a
better place!”

“I wouldn’t get too excited, Rattle.” Bolanger frowned. “Why’s
that?”

“Didn’t you hear?” She waived her notebook, “Zelenskyy’s really
criticizing the West’s response to the Russian invasion. He says
Ukraine will never be safe until they have their own nuclear
weapons.”

“Oh no…” Kedzierski moaned softly, crossing her arms
protectively in front of her.

Craigen was still for a long moment and then let out a sigh.
"Well, after all this, I would guess that every country on earth is
going to want to get their own bomb now. We might be heading for a
really dark future.”





You are the Chief Operations Officer, you make the call:

Option 1:
Congratulations, your team is performing superbly and rendering a
tremendous service to the humanitarian relief efforts in Ukraine.
Against all odds, the Ukrainian people have dealt a decisive blow
against the Russian invaders. Choose this option if you wish to
return to the start point and explore other possible outcomes.

Option 2:
Congratulations, your team is performing superbly and rendering a
tremendous service to the humanitarian relief efforts in Ukraine.
Against all odds, the Ukrainian people have dealt a decisive blow
against the Russian invaders. Choose this option if you wish to
rest on your laurels and end this exercise in Directed Fiction and
continue to the solutions page to learn more about how these
scenarios were developed.
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T1 Optimistic: Russian Quagmire

“We no longer have a purpose. We need to go home.” Craigen’s
switched off the sat phone and slid it dejectedly across the café
table. With one hand, he rubbed the top of his bald head.

“Isn’t PIRA at least going to send out a relief team?”
Kedzierski asked.

“It doesn’t make any sense to send a relief team with the border
closing.” Craigen shook his head. “Plus, with NATO enforcing a
No-Fly Zone, the situation here is deemed too unsafe for continued
operations. We’re not set up to operate in war zones.”

Thibido leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “It’s the
daggone tomahawk missiles we’re shooting at them Ruskies that’s got
me fired up. The ‘ole US of A is back on track and gonna put an end
to this madness once and for all. Whoowee!”

“Did you forget Putin has nukes, Scooter?” Bolanger shot back.
“He’s said he will use them if he feels threatened, and now those
fools at NATO are sending troops to Georgia. They're backing him
into a corner. This is all going to go terribly wrong!”

“Why would NATO send troops to Georgia, Dee? That don’t make no
sense at all.” Thibido was genuinely perplexed.

"She means Georgia the country, not Georgia the state, Scooter,"
Kedzierski explained patiently, then added, "They want to keep the
Russians separated from the Iranians.”

“Stop it.” Craigen put his head down in frustration and held his
hands out to end the discussion. “Just stop it with the rumors, all
of you. We’ve got to focus on our immediate task. I’m going over to
the airport to get us a flight out of here. How long do you think
it will take for you to get your gear packed?”

~

Sitting together in the Chişinău International Airport terminal,
Craigen marveled at the thronging mass of humanity collected there.
For the most part, people were packed into hurried, bustling groups
of exhausted-looking people heading en masse for the departure
gates. But he noticed there were also a fair amount of
adventurous-looking people disembarking from the arrival gates.
They were easy to spot with their safari shirts, hiking shoes, and
outsized bags that probably contained cameras or other gear.

Did we look like that when we first
arrived? Craigen wondered, fully aware that his team’s
appearance now fell squarely into the category of
exhausted-looking, rather than adventurous. How
long have we been doing this? Eight years? Ten? So many deployments
together. But never one this bad, with so
little accomplished. He felt a melancholy wave of depression
wash over him. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the
sensation. He concentrated on taking a few deep breaths. He had to
at least appear strong for the team. There would be time to wallow
in self-pity once they were all safely back in the United
States.

"They've got President Zelenskyy walking around the streets of
Kyiv," Bolanger was scrolling the headlines of some news source on
her cell phone. "It's a photo op of him talking to the troops. He's
encouraging the Ukrainian soldiers to keep up the fight. He says
soon the Russians will pull back from the cities of Mariupol,
Kharkiv, and Kyiv."

“I don’t know if Putin’s been read into that plan.” Craigen
opened his eyes, relieved to be at least momentarily distracted
from his glum emotions. “That guy fights like a junkyard dog. He’ll
keep pushing this foolish war to the bitter end. This isn’t going
to be over any time soon. The only guarantee is that the longer it
goes on, the more damage will be done."

~

"Rattle, I need you over here ASAP." Kedzierski tapped on
Craigen's shoulder, interrupting his conversation with
Bolanger.

The urgency conveyed in her hushed, whispered words instantly
triggered all of Craigen’s alarms. Despite the pounding of his
heart, he responded to her in the same discreet tone, “What’s the
matter, Curly?”

“The suit at six o’clock is giving us the hard stare.”
Kedzierski took Craigen by the arm and innocuously angled him so
that he could see better.

The PIRA team used the term "hard stare" to indicate a
potentially dangerous encounter, generally with a government
official, or possibly a criminal or other people who meant harm.
Craigen picked the man out instantly. He was obviously staring at
the team. However, the stare seemed unnaturally wide- eyed.

Creepy, was Craigen's first thought.
Then the man started walking directly towards him. There was
obviously something wrong with him. He wore an expensive suit with
a vest, tie, and highly shined shoes. This alone made him stand out
in the crowd of war-battered airline passengers. But Craigen
noticed the jacket was not buttoned improperly. Instead of a
smooth, clean line, it gapped awkwardly. His gait was also
peculiar. It’s not a limp, Craigen
surmised. He looks …dizzy.

By instinct, Craigen held his hands out, palms showing, with his
arms hanging down by his sides. He smiled broadly to indicate he
was no threat. “Dobryden,” he offered. This was one of the few
Ukrainian words Craigen had been able to learn. He hoped he
pronounced it correctly. “Can I help you, friend?" He continued in
English as the odd man came to a stop in front of him. Craigen
hoped his friendly tone would convey his meaning even if his words
failed.

There was an uncomfortably long pause. The strange man looked in
Craigen's direction, but he seemed to stare right past him. "Are
you Christian?"

The question caught Craigen off-balance. He'd been expecting
some sort of official questioning, perhaps a demand to see
identification, passports, or travel itinerary. The airport lobby
was packed with people, and it struck him as incongruous to be
asked about his faith in this environment.

“You look like Christians.” The man indicated the PIRA team with
his words, but his glassy eyes remained fixed on Craigen’s
face.

Relieved that the man at least spoke English, Craigen replied
cautiously, “Yes. We’re with the Parousia International Relief
Agency, PIRA, yes. Who are you? What do you want?”

"My name is Hadeon …I am destroyer. Please," he refocused his
seemingly distant gaze to stare into Craigen's eyes with startling
intensity, "do you have any Bible? I am going to hell.”

~

"Yes. Of course, we have a Bible." Craigen shot a meaningful
look to Kedzierski, who started opening her backpack to find one.
"Sit down right here, Hadeon," Craigen steered the man to an empty
chair. "You look like you're about to fall over."

Kedzierski approached quietly and placed her own well-worn Bible
in the Hadeon's hands. Rather than open it, he just held it in his
lap, gazing at it with that same distant stare.

Craigen wrapped one big arm over the man’s shoulders, but Hadeon
seemed oblivious to the kindness contained in the simple act.
Shell shock, Craigen’s diagnosis was the
obsolete term for post- traumatic stress disorder.

“I don’t know what to do with this.” Hadeon said at last, his
morose voice tinged with despair.

“Just talk.” Kedzierski also placed her arm around him. The
three sat huddled together. From countless interactions with people
experiencing grief, the PIRA team had learned that the best way for
someone to begin to come to terms with their feelings was to just
talk. Otherwise, destructive thoughts would swirl around and around
in their mind, gathering energy that often led to desperate
action.

Hadeon seemed to consider the invitation, then stated, “We did
this.” “What did you do, hon?” Kedzierski prompted him to
continue.

“All this. The war, the bombings, the bodies, all of it. We did
it only for money.” The words were delivered devoid of emotion.
More sinister for their coldness.

How is this guy connected? Politician? Business
exec? Craigen cast a suspicious eye out at the crowd.
Is he being watched? He didn’t notice any
obvious surveillance. “It’s OK, bro.” Craigen couldn’t think of
anything better to say. “This is Putin’s war, don’t blame
yourself.”

“Putin is nothing!” Hadeon lashed out, mouth twisting into a
snarl, eyes blazing with a terrible inner light.

Oops! Triggered something. Craigen
leaned back, shifting his grip on the man's shoulder to allow for a
quick takedown and submission hold if necessary.

"We did this. We have blood on our hands! We used to sit
together with the Russians and laugh over vodka about how much
money we would make when the war came. We knew it was coming, and
we laughed!"

Kedzierski seemed unconcerned with Hadeon’s outburst and she
continued speaking to him in a calm and reassuring voice. “There is
no sin greater than God’s ability to forgive. Why did you laugh
about the war?”

Her words brought Hadeon back to earth. He seemed to consider
the question. "I sat on the board of Naftogaz. Do you know this
company? It is a natural gas firm run by the Ukrainian government.
When they came after us for corruption, we bought them off. They
were so dirty, it was easy. We bought them off with money, with
drugs, with sex, whatever they wanted. And with every blackmail and
extortion, we skimmed our filthy money."

“Who was dirty?” Kedzierski encouraged him to continue.

Hadeon flinched at the question, and Craigen tightened his grip
to keep him from lunging at Kedzierski. "Why do you want to know
this?" he demanded. But before she could continue, Hadeon stood up,
brushing away Craigen's protective grip. Craigen let him go because
he seemed to be heading in a safe direction, away from
Kedzierski.

"Everyone is corrupt!" Hadeon shouted, causing looks of alarm
and heads to turn their way. "Putin is dirty! Zelenskyy is dirty!
Even your American President and his perverted son are filth!
Everyone is in on this, don't you see? Now the bombs are coming,
and they keep coming and coming, and we are the ones who did this.
We have the blood on our hands. All the people are dying, and there
is so much blood.

Look, I’ve got money!” Hadeon reached into his briefcase and
began pulling out fistfuls of bills and throwing them on the ground
haphazardly. “What good is this dirty money now? Now that my family
is dead,” he sobbed. Hadeon kept throwing bills on the floor until
his briefcase was empty, and then he threw that away too.

By this time, a large crowd had gathered around the PIRA team,
witnessing Hadeon's outburst.

Despite the large amount of cash scattered around, no one moved
to pick it up.

Hadeon turned to go, and Kedzierski recovered her Bible and went
after him. “Please take this with you! It’s not too late to…”

She didn't get a chance to finish her sentence. Hadeon whirled
about and struck the Bible from her hand, knocking it to the floor.
"It's too late for me!" he declared. "Nothing can save me from
hell. All of you," he spun to face the crowd, "all of you are going
to hell! You will run out of fuel, you will run out of food, the
whole world will come crumbling down." He pushed his way forward,
and the crowd opened to let him through. "We will all burn."

~

Craigen caught Kedzierski’s arm and pulled her back. “Let him
go, Curly.” “But he’s suffering…”

“Let him go.” Craigen pulled Kedzierski into an embrace, “You
can’t save ‘em all. You know that. Let him go.”

She wept.

A very old woman, a babushka in a dark dress with a headscarf
tied under her chin, leaned down with difficulty and retrieved the
discarded Bible. She reverently handed it back to Kedzierski,
touching the younger woman's hand and arms affectionately while
muttering something unintelligible to the still weeping American
relief worker.

To Craigen, it seemed the simple gesture brought Kedzierski a
great deal of comfort. Even though the words did not translate,
their meaning was clear. The two women embraced. The crowd
dissipated, and people resumed shuffling their way through the
packed airport to reach their destinations, stepping around the
dirty money that lay on the ground, untouched.





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: You
have managed to preserve your team despite the difficult and
dangerous conditions they encountered. They are discouraged but
safe. Your small portion of the humanitarian relief mission has
been basically ineffective, and the greater war will continue to
rage on indefinitely. Choose this option if you wish to return to
the start point and explore other possible outcomes.

Option 2: You
have managed to preserve your team despite the difficult and
dangerous conditions they encountered. They are discouraged, but
safe. Your small portion of the humanitarian relief mission has
been basically ineffective, and the greater war will continue to
rage on indefinitely. Choose this option if you wish to quit this
exercise in Directed Fiction and continue to the solutions page to
learn more about how these scenarios were developed.
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T2 Optimistic: Russian Quagmire

“Are we ever going to bug outta here, Rattle?” Thibido asked
wearily. The two men stood next to each other on a serving line in
a makeshift kitchen. Thibido was ladling out bowls of stew while
Craigen dished out spoonfuls of vegetables.

“HQ seems to think this war is going to drag on for a long
time." Craigen concentrated on not spilling the contents of his
spoon, and he made sure to look the elderly man he was serving in
the eye and give him a warm smile. "Now that the Russian advance
has stalled out, the Ukrainian government in Kyiv thinks they may
actually have a chance of winning this war.”

“Looks like ‘ole Putin ain’t got enough leverage now to really
put da screws to ‘em,” Thibido agreed. "Rattle, it's plumb evil
what's happened to these poor people." Thibido was also careful to
keep his tone upbeat and a smile on his face as they talked. Both
men were banking on the people in the serving line not
understanding enough English to follow their bleak
conversation.

Craigen’s stretched for a moment to ease the ache in his back.
“There hasn’t been any letup in the number of people coming through
this checkpoint, that’s for sure. At this rate, our whole team's
going to get burned out. I've asked HQ to activate a new PIRA team
to come and replace us.”

“Well, that's good news.” Thibido picked up the now-empty pot
and brought it to the sink to wash. “We done what we came to do.
We're a Response Team! We get in first and do the initial
assessments. That's our specialty. Now dey got a million aid
workers crawlin’ ‘round here.”

Craigen allowed himself a moment to indulge in a homecoming
image with his wife meeting him at the airport. Trish has been worried sick about me on this
deployment. “What do you miss most about home, Scooter?"

“Da food.” Thibido also seemed to be ruminating. “I’m gonna whip
me up some shrimp jambalaya with bell peppers, onion, and a little
bit of celery and some of that ‘ole smoked tasso ham. Whoowee! It’s
time to get on back home. That’s it.”

A great smile cracked Craigen’s face, “I love it when you talk
that way, Scooter.”

~

“Let me begin by officially welcoming you to Palanca.” Craigen
began briefing the members of the new PIRA Response Team. He’d just
returned from the early morning Cluster meeting, which he attended
with Daryl Hoy, the incoming Rattle of the new Choir. “We were part
of the initial push to get out here and set up, but there’s been a
change of mission. I’ll let your RTL fill you on the details.”

Hoy came straight to the point. “They’ve assigned us to mortuary
affairs.”

“Mortuary affairs?” One of Hoy’s duet leaders furrowed his brow.
“Do you mean burying the dead, or processing the corpses?”

“Burials.” Hoy nodded, catching the drift of his subordinate’s
question. “The casualty processing will all be conducted by local
nationals who are fluent in the language and can process the
necessary paperwork. Where they are short-handed is in personnel
who can conduct the physical burials. As a Christian organization,
we’ve also offered to say a few words over the people we lay to
rest.”

“OK.”

Craigen was impressed by the calm professionalism of this new
group. What they were being asked to do was far outside normal PIRA
functions. However, almost all the work at the Palanca checkpoint
was now administrative; checking people's identification, assisting
them with travel arraignments, and

contacting loved ones. The Cluster felt that the best use of
PIRA assets right now was to help with mortuary affairs, and
Craigen agreed.

“I always tell my team that there are no small parts, just small
players.” Craigen let out a long sigh. "But make no mistake, what
we're asking you to do now will be really hard. The Russians are
shelling Odesa now, and the bodies are piling up. The medical teams
are bagging them, and they’ve got a couple of guys with excavators
digging the graves. But if we don’t help put these people in the
ground, we'll have all kinds of disease and trouble here."

Thibido’s face blanched. “Let me talk to ‘em a minute,
Rattle.”

“Hmm?” Craigen was surprised by Thibido’s request. However, he
could tell that his friend had something important to put out to
the group. “OK, sure. Everyone, this is Ricky Thibido, one of my
duet leads.”

“Howdy. Just call me Scooter.” Thibido stepped forward. “Let me
ask you somethin’. How many of you’ve seen corpses before?”

A couple of hands went up, and Thibido exchanged knowing looks
with them.

“OK. So some of you know what I’m gonna talk about.” Thibido
made a gesture like a lecturer giving a presentation, “Have any of
you noticed how it’s only the old people, women, and kids that come
through the checkpoint? You know why that is?”

“Because the Ukrainian men are staying behind to fight?” The
tenuous reply came with a slight quaver of uncertainty.

“That’s right! The men stay behind to fight!” Thibido said
encouragingly. “According to their martial law, every Ukrainian man
between the ages of 18 to 60 is prohibited from leaving the
country. But ya know who we’ve been burying day after day?”

Another voice. “The men?”

“That’s right, the men. Mostly it’s men, anyway…” Thibido nodded
gravely. “And a lot of them are young, real young, just boys.
That’s because the only men coming through dat checkpoint are da
fighters who got wounded. They're tryin’ to get them to
hospitals.”

Thibido walked slowly around the table to get closer to the
incoming team, “But they ain’t never gonna make it to no hospital,
‘cause they’ve been blown apart.”

“Scooter, maybe we should let…” but Kedzierski didn’t get to
finish her sentence.

“Hang on, Curly. They need to hear this.” Thibido’s tone would
brook no dissent. “It don’ matter if they clean ‘em up or not. What
you’re gonna see, and what your gonna do will stick with you for
the rest of your life. All dem kids blown apart… it’s gonna haunt
your dreams forever.”

Thibido exchanges a few knowing looks with the senior members of
the team, the ones who’d raised their hands to indicate they had
worked with corpses before. “OK. I'm gonna turn you back over to
your leads now. You got to watch out for each other out here. You
got to know the signs of trouble. And if you get trouble, you just
remember that a lot of us has been through it before. You pull
somebody over and talk it out, OK? Don' go tryin’ to be a hero. It
ain't a weakness to talk about your feelings.”

The PIRA team spent the next half hour going over the details of
the assignment. Long faces looked resignedly at notepads as salient
details were dutifully recorded. There was the usual bantering and
cross-talk, but after Thibido's warning, it was muted. Sometimes
work was dirty, but Craigen felt so proud of his team and proud to
be a part of PIRA. This is why I keep doing
this.

~

I'm so ready to go home. As he sat with
the Choir in the Chişinău International Airport terminal, Craigen
marveled at the thronging mass of humanity collected there. For the
most part, people were packed into hurried, bustling groups of
exhausted-looking people heading en masse for the departure gates.
But he noticed there were also a fair amount of adventurous-looking
people disembarking from the arrival gates. They were easy to spot
with their safari shirts, hiking shoes, and outsized bags that
probably contained cameras or other gear.

Did we look like that when we first
arrived? Craigen wondered, fully aware that his team’s
appearance now fell squarely into the category of
exhausted-looking, rather than adventurous. How
long have we been doing this? Eight years? Ten? So many deployments
together. Now we’re wrapping up another
one. He experienced a warm glow of satisfaction. He closed
his eyes and smiled, savoring the sensation.

"They've got President Zelenskyy walking around the streets of
Kyiv," Bolanger was scrolling the headlines of some news source on
her cell phone. "It's a photo op of him talking to the troops. He's
encouraging the Ukrainian soldiers to keep up the fight. He says
soon the Russians will pull back from the cities of Mariupol,
Kharkiv, and Kyiv."

“I don’t know if Putin’s been read into that plan.” Craigen
opened his eyes, the euphoric buzz he’d been experiencing
evaporating all too quickly. “He’s already made a bargain with the
devil. The Chinese are holding half of Siberia ransom for his war
debts. He’s gotta know they own him now. Yet he keeps pushing this
foolish war. Full self-destruct. The only guarantee is that the
longer this thing goes on, the more damage will be done.”

~

“Rattle, I need you over here ASAP.” Kedzierski tapped on
Craigen’s shoulder, interrupting his conversation with
Bolanger.

The urgency conveyed in her hushed, whispered words instantly
triggered all of Craigen’s alarms. Despite the pounding of his
heart, he responded to her in the same discreet tone, “What’s the
matter, Curly?”

“The suit at six o’clock is giving us the hard stare.”
Kedzierski took Craigen by the arm and innocuously angled him so
that he could see better.

The PIRA team used the term "hard stare" to indicate a
potentially dangerous encounter, generally with a government
official, or possibly criminals or other people who meant harm.
Craigen picked the man out instantly. He was openly staring at the
Choir. However, the stare seemed unnaturally wide- eyed.

Creepy, was Craigen’s first thought.
Then the man started walking directly towards him. There was
obviously something wrong with him. He wore an expensive suit with
a vest, tie, and highly shined shoes. This alone made him stand out
in the crowd of war-battered airline passengers. But Craigen
noticed the jacket was not buttoned improperly. Instead of a
smooth, clean line, it gapped awkwardly. His gait was also
peculiar. It’s not a limp, Craigen
surmised. He looks …dizzy.

By instinct, Craigen held his hands out, palms showing, with his
arms hanging down by his sides. He smiled broadly to indicate he
was no threat. “Dobryden,” he offered. This was one of the few
Ukrainian words Craigen had been able to learn. He hoped he
pronounced it correctly. “Can I help you, friend?” He continued in
English as the odd man came to a stop in front of him. Craigen
hoped his friendly tone would convey his meaning even if his words
failed.

There was an uncomfortably long pause. The strange man looked in
Craigen's direction, but he seemed to stare right past him. "Are
you Christian?"

The question caught Craigen off-balance. He'd been expecting
some sort of official questioning, perhaps a demand to see
identification, passports, or travel itinerary. The airport lobby
was packed with people, and it struck him as incongruous to be
asked about his faith in this environment.

“You look like Christians.” The man indicated the PIRA team with
his words, but his glassy eyes remained fixed on Craigen’s
face.

Relieved that the man at least spoke English, Craigen replied
cautiously, “We’re with the Parousia International Relief Agency,
PIRA, yes. Who are you? What do you want?”

"My name is Hadeon …I am destroyer. Please," he refocused his
seemingly distant gaze to stare into Craigen's eyes with startling
intensity, "do you have any Bible? I am going to hell."

~

"Yes. Of course we have a Bible." Craigen shot a meaningful look
to Kedzierski, who started opening her backpack to find one. "Sit
down right here Hadeon," Craigen steered the man to an empty chair.
"You look like you're about to fall over."

Kedzierski approached quietly and placed her own well-worn Bible
in the Hadeon's hands. Rather than open it, he just held it in his
lap, gazing at it with that same distant stare.

Craigen wrapped one big arm over the man’s shoulders, but Hadeon
seemed oblivious to the kindness contained in the simple act.
Shell shock, Craigen’s diagnosis was the
obsolete term for post- traumatic stress disorder.

“I don’t know what to do with this.” Hadeon said at last, his
morose voice tinged with despair.

“Just talk.” Kedzierski also placed her arm around him. The
three sat huddled together. From countless interactions with people
experiencing grief, the PIRA team had learned that the best way for
someone to begin to come to terms with their feelings was to just
talk. Otherwise, destructive thoughts would swirl around and around
in their mind, gathering energy that often led to desperate
action.

Hadeon seemed to consider the invitation, then stated, “We did
this.” “What did you do, hon?” Kedzierski prompted him to
continue.

“All this. The war, the bombings, the bodies, all of it. We did
it only for money.” The words were delivered devoid of emotion.
More sinister for their coldness.

How is this guy connected? Politician? Business
exec? Craigen cast a suspicious eye out at the crowd.
Is he being watched? He didn’t notice any
obvious surveillance. “It’s OK, bro.” Craigen couldn’t think of
anything better to say. “This is Putin’s war, don’t blame
yourself.”

“Putin is nothing!” Hadeon lashed out, mouth twisting into a
snarl, eyes blazing with a terrible inner light.

Oops! Triggered something. Craigen
leaned back, shifting his grip on the man's shoulder to allow for a
quick takedown and submission hold if necessary.

"We did this. We have blood on our hands! We used to sit
together with the Russians and laugh over vodka about how much
money we would make when the war came. We knew it was coming, and
we laughed!"

Kedzierski seemed unconcerned with Hadeon's outburst, and she
continued speaking to him in a calm and reassuring voice. "There is
no sin greater than God’s ability to forgive. Why did you laugh
about the war?”

Her words brought Hadeon back to earth. He seemed to consider
the question. “I sat on the board of Naftogaz. Do you know this
company? It is a natural gas firm run by the Ukrainian government.
When they came after us for corruption, we bought them off. They
were so dirty, it was easy. We bought them off with money, with
drugs, with sex, whatever they wanted. And with every blackmail and
extortion, we skimmed our filthy money."

“Who was dirty?” Kedzierski encouraged him to continue.

Hadeon flinched at the question, and Craigen tightened his grip
to keep him from lunging at Kedzierski. "Why do you want to know
this?" he demanded. But before she could continue, Hadeon stood up,
brushing away Craigen’s protective grip. Craigen let him go because
he seemed to be heading in a safe direction, away from
Kedzierski.

“Everyone is corrupt!” Hadeon shouted, causing looks of alarm
and heads to turn their way. “Putin is dirty! Zelenskyy is dirty!
Even your American President and his perverted son are filth!
Everyone is in on this, don't you see? Now the bombs are coming,
and they keep coming and coming, and we are the ones who did this.
We have the blood on our hands. All the people are dying, and there
is so much blood.

Look, I’ve got money!” Hadeon reached into his briefcase and
began pulling out fistfuls of bills and throwing them on the ground
haphazardly. “What good is this dirty money now? Now that my family
is

dead,” he sobbed. Hadeon kept throwing bills on the floor until
his briefcase was empty, and then he threw that away too.

By this time, a large crowd had gathered around the PIRA team,
witnessing Hadeon's outburst.

Despite the large amount of cash scattered around, no one moved
to pick it up.

Hadeon turned to go, and Kedzierski recovered her Bible and went
after him. “Please take this with you! It’s not too late to…”

She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Hadeon whirled
about and struck the Bible from her hand, knocking it to the floor.
“It’s too late for me!” he declared. “Nothing can save me from
hell. All of you,” he spun to face the crowd, “all of you are going
to hell! You will run out of fuel, you will run out of food, the
whole world will come crumbling down." He pushed his way forward,
and the crowd opened to let him through. "We will all burn!"

Kedzierski went after him.

Craigen caught her arm and pulled her back. “Let him go, Curly.”
“But he’s suffering…”

“Let him go.” Craigen pulled Kedzierski into an embrace, “You
can’t save ‘em all. You know that. Let him go.”

She wept.

A very old woman, a babushka in a dark dress with a headscarf
tied under her chin, leaned down with difficulty and retrieved the
discarded Bible. She reverently handed it back to Kedzierski,
touching the younger woman’s hand and arms affectionately while
muttering something unintelligible to the still weeping American
relief worker.

To Craigen, it seemed the simple gesture brought Kedzierski a
great deal of comfort. Even though the words did not translate,
their meaning was clear. The two women embraced. The crowd
dissipated, and people resumed shuffling their way through the
packed airport to reach their destinations, stepping around the
dirty money that lay on the ground, untouched.





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: You
have managed to preserve your team despite the difficult and
dangerous conditions they have encountered. Your small portion of
the humanitarian relief mission has been largely successful.

However, the greater war will continue to rage on indefinitely.
Choose this option if you wish to return to the start point and
explore other possible outcomes.

Option 2: You
have managed to preserve your team despite the difficult and
dangerous conditions they have encountered. Your small portion of
the humanitarian relief mission has been largely successful.

However, the greater war will continue to rage on indefinitely.
Choose this option if you wish to quit this exercise in Directed
Fiction and continue to the solutions page to learn more about how
these scenarios were developed.
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“We gotta bug out.” Craigen’s slammed the sat phone down so hard
he nearly broke it. “Right now!” “What are you talking about?”
Thibido challenged, “Rattle, we can’t just leave these people.”

“We can and we will.” Craigen’s massive hands were squeezed into
fists. “Kyiv’s fallen. It's over."

“I’m not going anywhere.” Kedzierski placed her hands on her
hips and glared defiantly back at Craigen. “I’ve got a mother about
to give birth in there,” she pointed towards the row of tents, “and
a little girl with burns over half her body. You’re crazy if you
think I’m leaving.”

Craigen was dumbfounded. "What are you talking about, Curly?" he
asked. "I don't like it either, but we've been ordered to return.
You can't stay."

“You don’t like it?” Kedzierski’s head snapped back and forth,
mockingly parroting Craigen’s words. “Do you think I like it? It’s
not about liking anything, Rattle. It’s about right and wrong. And
it’s wrong to leave, so I’m not leaving. That’s it.”

Craigen could feel his pulse quickening and let loose a
tremendous sigh to cool the heat flushing his face. “Dammit Curly,
listen to me a minute. Kyiv has fallen, and the Chinese have
started shooting missiles into the Taiwan air defense systems. With
them dumping the Treasury Bills, it’s a sign that World War III has
begun. We’re all going to get stranded out here in Moldova if we
don’t pull up stakes and leave right now.”

“First of all, you don’t use that kind of language with me,
Rattle.” Now Kedzierski waved a finger in his face. “Second of all,
nobody but God orders me to go anywhere. And God wants me right
here taking care of these people. I don’t care what PIRA has to say
about that.”

“Hold on a second, Rattle.” Thibido stepped forward, physically
invading the space between Craigen and Kedzierski to shield her
from his wrath. “Just because ‘ole China shot a couple of missiles
at Taiwan don’t mean we’re in WWIII. America shoots missiles at
people all the time, and that don’t mean war.

Maybe this will all blow over.”

“Scooter, we will be trapped here!” Craigen felt he could vent
his frustration with Kedzierski and the rage he felt at the PIRA
decision on his Cajun friend. He yelled the words, slowly
articulating each one for emphasis, “We don’t have a choice. We are
leaving!” He pointed an accusing finger at Kedzierski, “All of us.
Now!”

~

Our friendship is destroyed. Craigen
watched Kedzierski slam the minivan door after piling her few
belongings into the side door. He'd used every ounce of persuasion
he had to convince her it was time to go. He'd watched her hug some
of the refugees. They were imploring her, weeping. Craigen had the
minivan driver pull right up next to her, "Get in, Raquel." He'd
used her first name because they were no longer on friendly
terms.

Still, she’d resisted him. Finally, it was Thibido who was able
to sway her, “We got to go, Curly.” He said gently, “No
choice.”

There was a crowd of refugees blocking their path, waiving and
shouting. Some were weeping. There were no trucks left to evacuate
them, and the minivan was full of Response Team members. Although
Craigen had left the tents and relief supplies, it was still
jarring to look into the eyes of the vulnerable and injured people
they were leaving behind. Many refugees openly wept when they
realized the Americans were abandoning them. Some cursed America,
others cursed the team members. The sensation of guilt was
palpable, and it was impossible not to take it personally. “Drive
around. Drive

around!” Craigen shouted at the Moldovan driver. Even though he
didn’t speak English, the driver understood what Craigen meant by
the way he waved his arm.

A stone smashed into one of the driver’s side windows,
shattering the glass and nearly coming through. Bolanger shrieked.
Craigen yelled, “Go, go, go!”

Once they reached the main road that led back to Chişinău, the
Response Team sat in an uncharacteristically icy silence. They made
an effort not to touch or jostle one another as they traversed the
ruts and potholes that seemed to scourge them for their cowardice.
Craigen knew they were all demoralized by the decision to abandon
the Varniţa site. Leaving had been extremely difficult for
everyone. But none of that mattered right now. What mattered was
getting his people back home. Alive and in one piece. If that meant
losing a friendship, so be it. She might hate me.
They all might hate me. But I’m getting them back, and that’s all
that matters.

~

How long have we known each other?
Craigen wondered, Eight years? Ten? So many
deployments together. Now that’s all gone. He experienced a
physical sensation at her absence. He recognized it as the same
feeling you get when you try to sleep alone that first time after a
divorce. He squeezed his eyes tightly together, willing the
sensation to pass. It didn't.

Some of the Response Team members were sipping hot coffee
Craigen purchased from the Bonjour Café. The café was the same
little outdoor kiosk they’d stopped at when they first arrived in
Chişinău, but this time they chose to take their drinks inside the
nearby hotel lobby to escape the cold, wet weather.

Only some team members were present because Kedzierski and her
apprentice Raynal Georges had purchased airline tickets the
previous night. They were at the airport now and scheduled to fly
back to the United States on an early flight. They were quitting
the mission, and they were also both quitting PIRA altogether in
protest over the decision to abandon Varniţa.

Overnight, after a long talk with Craigen, Bolanger made the
difficult personal decision to stay with PIRA. However, her
apprentice, Nick Jones, decided to leave the Response Team to join
up with a Ukrainian ‘International Legion’ in the fight against the
Russians. Even though President Zelenskyy had publicly announced
Ukraine’s intention of meeting the majority of Russia’s key
demands, Jones still believed there would be a protracted insurgent
fight, so he'd left the team to go and be part of it.

The bitter taste of Craigen’s strong, black coffee matched his
mood as he considered what remained of his team. Only four members of the choir left now, he thought
ruefully, but at least I gave them a chance to get
out of here alive.

The thought was small comfort as he listened to Bolanger explain
Jones’ decision to the remaining team members. “The consensus is
that decentralized forces will continue with guerilla attacks.
Putin will find Ukraine to be ungovernable in the long run."

"What about the Ukrainian president? What's his name?" Thibido
had quit struggling with the local pronunciations a long time ago.
"That boy is a real fighter!"

“President Zelenskyy has been evacuated to Poland,” Bolanger was
scrolling the headlines of some news source on her cell phone.
“From his hospital bed, he is ordering the Ukrainian Armed forces
to lay down their arms and pull back from the cities of Mariupol,
Kharkiv, and Kyiv.”

“You mean, pull back from what’s left of them! They nuthin’ but
rubble now.” Thibido slammed down his coffee cup and pushed away
from the table. “Aw, that’s a load of manure. He can’t quit,
too!”

Craigen noticed that Thibido used the word “too.” It required
grinding his teeth together to remain silent.

“This says the price in civilian casualties was too high to pay
any longer,” Bolanger continued. “In a settlement brokered by the
Israelis, Russia has agreed to an immediate ceasefire in exchange
for guarantees that Ukraine will never become a NATO member, the
formal recognition of the 2014 annexation of Crimea, and the
independence of the ‘People’s Republics’ of Donetsk and Luhansk in
the eastern Donbas region." Bolanger kept reading silently and
intently. Finally, skipping ahead to read aloud the part of the
article that captured her attention, "It also says that the Russian
government is making it clear to Moldova that it seeks recognition
of independence for the autonomous region of Transnistria as part
of the ceasefire agreements.”

Craigen could hold back no longer. He pounded down one huge
finger on the countertop, “Now you see now why we had to leave?” He
glared at the remnants of his team, “We’d have been a couple
hundred meters from the whole damn Russian Army!”

Heads turned towards the table where the PIRA team sat in
stunned silence. Electric tension crackled in the air between them.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, Craigen noted, I cuss more now that Curly’s gone. She would never have put up
with that language.

“Yeah, now it’s just dem refugees sitting alone next to the
whole damn Russian Army.” Thibido delivered the line at his
customarily slow, drawling pace, but with a dose of cynical venom
as toxic as any bayou viper, “Who gonna help dem women and kids
now, Travis?”

No nicknames anymore, Craigen observed.
“Dammit Ricky, we don’t operate in war zones. You know that!”
My whole team is gone.

Thibido just sneered and turned towards Bolanger, “What is dey
gonna do with Kyiv, Dee?” He asked.

"I'm not sure." Bolanger kept busy scrolling so she didn't have
to witness the conflict in front of her. "Putin keeps talking about
the 'de-Nazification’ of Ukraine, whatever that means.” She took a
sip of water, hand trembling. “I think it means they’re installing
some sort of puppet government, but I can’t really tell from this
article.”

“Whoowee, dey carvin' it up good." Thibido spat the words and
rose to leave.

“Get back here, Ricky.” Craigen felt the impotence of his
command as Thibido ignored him and continued to saunter away.

The Cajun spared a brief glance backward before he walked out
the door, “I don’t think so. You said dumpin’ the Treasury Bills
meant WWIII, and you know we don’t work in no war zones. I’ll be
back in my room. Y'all let me know when you get it figured out.”
Then he left.

~

He listened to some long explanation on the phone before
countering, "I'm attending the Cluster meetings, Chief. But they’re
not really telling us what’s going on outside of Moldova. What I
need is someone from PIRA to let me know the big picture. What’s
going on with Taiwan? Are the Chinese and the Russians conspiring
to take down the US economy? I’m responsible for the lives of my
team. How hot is this thing going to get?

“I understand your frustration, Rattle.” The PIRA Operations
Officer tried, and failed, to sound reassuring. “The United States
is sending another carrier group to the Pacific, but there’s been
no further aggressive action on the part of China. We think that Xi
has seen the high price Putin paid for Ukraine and is reconsidering
the wisdom of conducting his own foreign adventures at this
time.”

“Adventures?” Craigen snorted derisively. “What about the
Treasury Bill selloff?” He pressed, more curtly than he
intended.

After a pause, "That didn't amount to anything of significance,"
the Operations Officer stated flatly. "Looks like it was just a
normal fluctuation in the international exchange rate. The excess
bonds have were absorbed back into the market. We were probably
paranoid to get worked up over it, but we continue to monitor the
situation."

“Monitor the situation!” Craigen pulled the sat phone away from
his face and screamed at the screen. “I pulled my whole team out of
Varniţa, and all you can say is that you're monitoring the
situation? We left women and kids back there. We abandoned those
people, Chief!"

“If you’re done yelling Rattle, that's what I called to talk to
you about. New reports are coming out of

Varniţa."

“What reports?” Craigen was breathing heavily. He stared angrily
at the screen for a long moment and then slowly, almost painfully,
placed the device’s speaker next to his ear.

The Operations Officer let out a huge sigh. “We’re getting drone
imagery… it looks like mass graves.”

"What are you saying?" Craigen shook in disbelief. The world
wheeled around him, and he reached for a nearby wall to keep from
falling. "Are you telling me we abandoned those people to be
butchered? Who did it? Was it the Russians?"

“We don’t have those details yet, Rattle. The situation is still
developing. But don’t you see? You made the right call pulling your
team out of there before it was too late."

"You bastard!" Craigen screamed again. "I didn't make that call.
You did! You told me I had to pull my team out. We should have
never listened to you! You were wrong about Taiwan, you were wrong
about the stupid Treasury Bills, and you were wrong to pull us out
of there! You're a complete idiot!"

“Just settle down, Rattle!” The Operations Officer countered
desperately. “If we didn't pull your team out of there, it might be
you lying in that ditch right now."

“If I hadn’t listened to you, my team would’ve helped get those
people out of there! As it stands now, we’re done. Curly and
Georges have already taken off, Scooter’s checked out, and that
idiot Jones has gone mercenary. This team is blown to pieces. I’m
blown to pieces too. Don’t ever call me Rattle again, because I
quit. You and PIRA can go…” Craigen never finished the sentence
because, in a rage, he smashed the sat phone into pulp.





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: You
have failed in your humanitarian relief mission, and you have
failed to preserve your team. Choose this option if you wish to
return to the start point and retrace your steps to determine where
you went wrong.

Options 2:
You have failed in your humanitarian relief mission, and you have
failed to preserve your team. Choose this option if you wish to
quit this exercise in Directed Fiction and continue to the
solutions page to learn more about how these scenarios were
developed.
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“Are we ever going to bug outta here, Rattle?” Thibido asked
wearily. The two men stood next to each other on a serving line in
a makeshift kitchen. Thibido was ladling out bowls of stew while
Craigen dished out spoonfuls of vegetables.

"HQ seems to think this war is wrapping up." Craigen
concentrated on not spilling the contents of his spoon, and he made
sure to look the elderly man he was serving in the eye and give him
a warm smile. "Now that Kyiv’s fallen, the diplomats are finally
motivated to make a deal.”

“You mean Putin’s finally got enough leverage now to really put
da screws to ‘em?” Thibido challenged, “Rattle, its plumb evil
what’s happened to these poor people.” Thibido was also careful to
keep his tone upbeat and a smile on his face as they talked. Both
men were banking on the people in the serving line not
understanding enough English to follow their bleak
conversation.

“Kyiv’s fallen, but this isn’t over.” Craigen’s stretched for a
moment to ease the ache in his back. “There hasn’t been any letup
in the number of people coming through that checkpoint. As long as
we’ve got people pouring in here, we’re going to stay and take care
of them.”

“C’mon Rattle, you know we need to be getting’ out of here.”
Thibido cast his ladle down roughly so that it clanged alarmingly
in the now-empty pot. "What are we doin’ here anyway? Dey got a
million aid workers crawlin’ ‘round here now. We’re a Response
Team, dis ain’t what we do!”

Craigen was dumbfounded. “What are you talking about, Scooter?”
he asked. “I don’t like it either, but we’ve been ordered to stay.
What, you just want to go back home now?”

“You don’t like it?” Thibido snorted. “Dammit Rattle, It’s not
about liking it or not liking it. What I’m saying is that it’s just
plumb wrong to use our Choir for this purpose." He waived around
the kitchen serving line. Mercifully, there was no longer anyone
waiting to be served. "Our donors put up good money to send us here
to deliver and build shelters. You know as well as I do that it’s
time to go. That’s it.”

Craigen could feel his pulse quickening and let loose a
tremendous sigh to cool the heat flushing his face. “First of all,
you don’t use that kind of language with me, Scooter.” Now Craigen
waved a finger in Thibido’s face. “Second of all, our donors sent
us here to provide disaster relief. They didn’t specify whether
that meant shelter, assessments, or serving meals. Just because
this isn’t glamorous work doesn’t mean we get to take off. We’re
staying. That’s it!”

~

“All right, I got us a new job.” Craigen began briefing the
members of the Response Team. He’d just returned from the early
morning Cluster meeting. “They’ve assigned us to mortuary
affairs.”

“Mortuary affairs?” Thibido’s tone was incredulous. “What d’ya
mean by that? D’ya mean burial detail?”

"I don't want to hear it, Scooter. You're the one who didn't
want to work in the kitchen." Craigen held up his hand to ward off
the objection. "Besides, almost all the work they have going on
over there is administrative; checking people's identification,
assisting them with travel arraignments, and contacting loved ones.
Last I checked, none of us speak any of the languages around here.
So what do you want them to do with us?"

“Aw Rattle!” Thibido threw his arms in the air. "You mean to
tell me the only job they got for us to do is bury the dead? You've
got to be kidding me!"

“There are no small parts, just small players. You know that.”
Craigen quipped humorlessly. He’d known this would be a hard sell.
“The Russians are shelling Odesa now, and the bodies are piling up.
The

medical teams are bagging them, and they've got a couple of guys
with excavators digging the graves. We've got to help put these
people in the ground, or we'll have all kinds of disease and
trouble here."

Thibido’s face blanched. “I can’t do it, Rattle.”

“What? It’s not like you’ve never seen a corpse before. What do
you want them to do? Just use a bulldozer to dump them into mass
graves?”

“Rattle, maybe we should let Scooter…” but Kedzierski didn’t get
to finish her sentence.

“Just stop right there, Curly.” Craigen snapped. “I’ve had it
with all the whining and complaints. That goes for all of you.” The
PIRA team spent the next half hour going over the details of the
assignment.

Long faces looked resignedly at notepads as salient details were
dutifully recorded. The usual bantering cross-talk was absent. For
the first time he could remember, Craigen actually felt ashamed of
his

team. Work was work, and sometimes it was
dirty. He wished they’d just cowboy up and get the job
done.

~

“Rattle, you’ve got to come ASAP!” Bolanger came crashing
through Craigen’s tent door.

In a blind rush, he was up off his cot and on his feet with one
hand cocked to strike a crippling blow before Craigen woke up
enough to realize who it was. "Dee! What are you doing! What's the
matter?"

“It’s Scooter!” Bolanger grabbed Craigen’s arm and started
dragging him outside. “He’s gone crazy!”

“Let me get my pants on, Dee. It’s two o’clock in the morning!”
Craigen leaped and hopped to draw them up over his waist and
fumbled with the buttons as he ran outside in the snow. “What’s he
done now?”

~

Bolanger led Craigen to a crowd of anxious people assembled
outside the tent kitchen. "Let us through! Let us through!" she
shouted in vain.

The deafening sound of automatic gunfire ripped through the
still night air. Shrieks filled his ears as Craigen watched the
entire crowd dropped for cover together like the fronds of a sea
anemone.

“No Scooter!” Bolanger screamed.

Craigen exploded into action and bulled his way through the
crowd, tossing smaller men out of his way like chaff. He flung open
the kitchen door and braced himself for the worst.

Inside, Thibido stood among a tangled ruin of overturned tables,
chairs, and serving stations. The place looked like a hurricane had
blown through. In one hand was a bottle of some kind, in the other
a still-smoking AK47 assault rifle. “Oh Scooter, what have you
done?”

Thibido turned to stare blearily at his friend. “Who dat? Oh,
howdy Rattle, how you doin'?" In the process of turning, he swung
the barrel of the rifle, flagging Craigen, Bolanger, and the people
still scrambling outside the tent.

Both hands up, Craigen said, “Scooter, listen to me. Put down
that gun. Just put it down.”

"What, this?" Thibido flagged Craigen again as he lifted it up
to see it better. "You like this? I got it from a genuine freedom
fighter. Genuine freedom fighter! Whoowee! Sure enough gave those
Ruskies a taste of their own medicine. Sure enough…" His words
slurred together, and he staggered heavily against a post.

“C’mon Scooter,” Craigen stepped closer. “Give me the gun. Have
you shot someone?”

“Aw noooo, Rattle, c'mon now! You know I'd never hurt a fly." He
took a swig from the bottle, then offered it to Craigen. "Wanna
join my little party?”

“I heard you shoot, Scooter. Who’d you shoot?”

“C’mon!” Thibido threw the bottle, smashing it. “C'mon, I told
you I wouldn't never hurt nobody! I just popped a few in the air to
get them to back off me." With one hand, he pointed the barrel back
at Craigen, "To BACK OFF me!"

Craigen stopped moving forward. He took a deep breath, lowered
his hands to his side, palms out, and forced a grin to his face.
"Well, that's too bad! Here I thought you'd gone and grabbed old
Putin by the tail and settled this thing once and for all!"

The demonic mask of rage Thibido wore as an expression held
Craigen's gaze for a long, tremulous moment. Then it broke sloppily
into a wide familiar grin, "Oh, you're tellin' a joke, ain'tcha,
Rattle… That's a good joke."

The rifle now hung loosely by Thibido's side, apparently
forgotten. "Why don't you just give me that, Scooter.”

“Oh, OK Rattle, you hold onto this for me… have you seen my
bottle.”

Craigen took the rifle, dropped the magazine, and ejected the
chambered round. Once he was sure it was clear, he placed it as far
out of reach as possible before turning back to his friend, who was
stumbling around in the darkness, looking for his lost bottle.

“C’mere, bro." Craigen gently grabbed Thibido's arm, supporting
him. Thibido stumbled again and wrapped his arms around Craigen's
neck. He reeked of alcohol. "Where'd you get booze?"

“From my freedom fighter. My freedom…” Thibido trailed off. “I
guess I figured he couldn’t use it no more. Curly was real good to
him. She said real nice words over him when we put him in the
ground… I love Curly, don’t cha just love Curly, Rattle?”

“Yeah, I love her too, bro.” Craigen looked towards the door,
mentally calculating the path they would have to take to navigate
the debris that scattered the room. “We got to get you out of here
now, Scooter. Let’s put you to bed.”

Thibido pulled him up short and made a gesture like a lecturer
giving a presentation, "Have you noticed how it's only the old
people, women, and kids that come through the checkpoint? Have you?
You know why that is?”

“Because the men stay behind to fight?” Craigen knew this was
the reason.

"That's right! The men stay behind to fight!" Thibido apparently
felt he was making some powerful argument. "But you know who we
have been burying day after day? Do ya know? It's men, right?
Right? Boys mostly, but then everyone looks like a kid to me
nowadays."

Craigen continued guiding his friend towards the exit. “I know,
Scooter.”

“That’s because they’re tryin’ to take the freedom fighters who
got wounded to the hospital!” Thibido made a show of walking
straight, “But they ain’t never gonna make it to no hospital,
'cause they've been blown apart. Freedom fighters blown apart. Most
of them just boys. Just boys like my Randy… just like Randy….”

I’ve destroyed my friend. Craigen
thought as Thibido began to sob violently. Great wracking sobs
erupting from a shattered heart. I didn’t even
think about what this might be doing to him. Thibido fell to
his knees and began to wretch violently. He turned to see Bolanger
standing in the doorway watching them. “Help me get him out of
here,” he begged.

~

How long have we known each other? Craigen
wondered, Eight years? Ten? So many deployments together. Now
that’s all gone. He experienced a physical sensation at
Thibido’s absence. Like an amputee missing a limb. He squeezed his
eyes tightly together, willing the sensation to pass. It
didn’t.

Kedzierski had left with Thibido and his apprentice Fernando
Bernal back to Chişinău to catch the next available flight back to
the US. The Moldovan authorities were overwhelmed with the refugee
crisis, and because no one had been injured, they’d mercifully
allowed Thibido to avoid prosecution.

The bitter taste of Craigen’s strong, black coffee matched his
mood as he considered what remained of his team. Only four members
of the Choir left now, he thought ruefully, but it doesn’t matter
anyway. PIRA’s been permanently banned. His team was busy packing
up what remained of their operation. They were now considered
“undesirables” by the Moldovan government, personas non grata.

To make matters worse, now he had to listen as Bolanger explain
Jones’ decision to join up with the Ukrainian resistance. “The
consensus is that decentralized forces will continue with guerilla
attacks.

Putin will find Ukraine to be ungovernable in the long run."

Jones is a fool, thought Craigen.

“President Zelenskyy has been evacuated to Poland,” Bolanger was
scrolling the headlines of some news source on her cell phone.
“From his hospital bed, he is ordering the Ukrainian Armed forces
to lay down their arms and pull back from the cities of Mariupol,
Kharkiv, and Kyiv.”

“You mean, pull back from what’s left of them.” Craigen dropped
his coffee cup dejectedly. They’re nothing but rubble now.”

“This says the price in civilian casualties was too high to pay
any longer,” Bolanger continued. “In a settlement brokered by the
Israelis, Russia has agreed to an immediate ceasefire in exchange
for guarantees that Ukraine will never become a NATO member, the
formal recognition of the 2014 annexation of Crimea, and the
independence of the ‘People’s Republics’ of Donetsk and Luhansk in
the eastern Donbas region." Bolanger kept reading silently and
intently. Finally, skipping ahead to read aloud the part of the
article that captured her attention, "It also says that the Russian
government is making it clear to Moldova that it seeks recognition
of independence for the autonomous region of Transnistria as part
of the ceasefire agreements.”

“What are they going to do with Kyiv, Dee?” Craigen asked, only
mildly curious. My whole Choir’s gone.

“I’m not sure.” Bolanger kept busy scrolling as if to avoid
bearing witness to the grief that was dragging Craigen under.
"Putin keeps talking about the 'de-Nazification' of Ukraine,
whatever that means." She took a sip of water, hand trembling. "I
think it means they're installing some sort of puppet government,
but I can't really tell from this article."

“Whoa, Putin’s really carving it up," Craigen said flatly, and
rose to leave.

~

He listened to some long explanation on the phone before
countering, "I'm not attending the Cluster meetings anymore, Chief.
We’re just trying to arraign transportation back to the US. We’re
done.”

"I understand your frustration, Rattle." The PIRA Operations
Officer tried, and failed, to sound reassuring. “But there’s still
work for your team in Moldova. Don’t you see? You've helped so many
people. You made the right call sticking it out.”

“You bastard!” Craigen exploded. "I didn't make that call. You
did! You told me I had to keep the Choir here. We should've never
listened to you! You knew we were exhausted, but you kept on
pushing. You’re a complete idiot!”

“Just settle down, Rattle!” The Operations Officer countered
desperately. “If we pull your team out now, PIRA might never get
another deployment.”

“If I hadn’t listened to you, Scooter would be OK now. My team
is blown to pieces. I’m blown to pieces too. Don’t ever call me
Rattle again, because I quit! You and PIRA can go…” Craigen never
finished the sentence because, in a rage, he smashed the sat phone
into pulp.





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: You
have failed in your humanitarian relief mission, and you have
failed to preserve your team. Choose this option if you wish to
return to the start point and retrace your steps to determine where
you went wrong.

Options 2:
You have failed in your humanitarian relief mission, and you have
failed to preserve your team. Choose this option if you wish to
quit this exercise in Directed Fiction and continue to the
solutions page to learn more about how these scenarios were
developed.
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T1 Pessimistic: Tactical Nuke

“PIRA wants us to evacuate immediately.” Craigen’s switched off
the sat phone and slid it dejectedly across the café table with one
hand, he rubbed the top of his bald head with the other.

“Do they want us to redeploy to a new location?” Kedzierski
asked.

“No," Craigen shook his head, "The mission's over. The situation
here is deemed too unsafe for continued operations. We're not set
up to operate in war zones."

Thibido leaned forward, grinning conspiratorially, “Ever since
they closed the Moldovan border I figure the good ‘ole US of A is
back on track and gonna put an end to this madness once and for
all. It’s the daggone tomahawk missiles we’re shooting at them
Ruskies that’s got me fired up. Whoowee!”

“Did you forget Putin has nukes, Scooter?" Bolanger shot back.
"He's said he will use them if he feels threatened, and now those
fools at NATO are sending troops to Georgia. They're are backing
him into a corner. This is all going to go terribly wrong!”

“Why would NATO send troops to Georgia, Dee? That don’t make no
sense at all.” Thibido was genuinely perplexed.

"She means Georgia the country, not Georgia the state, Scooter,"
Kedzierski explained. "They've agreed to accept up to four US
divisions. They want to keep the Russians separated from the
Iranians.

“Knock it off!” Craigen shouted and held his hands out to end
the discussion. It's bad enough the mission is
scrubbed without these idiots gossiping about every conspiracy
theory that comes along. He wanted to choke somebody.

“How many times do I have to tell you to just stop with the
rumors?” Craigen hated the condescending tone of his own voice, but
he was so balled up with tension that he couldn't help it. "In case
you weren't paying attention, we’ve got to get out of here right
now. I’m going over to the airport. Get your gear packed.”

~

The Response Team traveled light, and with Craigen pushing them
hard they were soon sitting together in the Chişinău International
Airport terminal. Craigen's agitation was made worse by the
thronging mass of humanity collected there. For the most part,
travelers were packed into hurried, bustling groups of
exhausted-looking people heading en masse for the departure gates.
But he noticed there were also a fair amount of adventurous-looking
people disembarking from the arrival gates. They were easy to spot
with their safari shirts, hiking shoes, and outsized bags that
probably contained cameras or other gear.

Did we look like that when we first
arrived? Craigen wondered, fully aware that his team’s
appearance now fell squarely into the category of
exhausted-looking, rather than adventurous. How
long have we been doing this? Eight years? Ten? So many deployments
together. But never one this bad, with so little
accomplished. His grief over the aborted mission was made
worse by the stinging sense of guilt he felt for losing his temper.
He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the sensation. He
concentrated on taking a few deep breaths. There would be time to
wallow in self-pity once they were safely back in the United
States.

~

An unnatural hush descended on the airport terminal. It became
eerily quiet as thousands of people simultaneously stopped moving
and talking. “Rattle, you need you to see this right now.”
Kedzierski

tugged on Craigen’s sleeve, whispering in urgent tones as if
disturbing the silence was some sort of mortal sin.

The eerie silence instantly triggered all of Craigen’s alarms.
Despite the pounding of his heart, he responded to her in the same
discreet tone, “What’s the matter, Curly?”

“Check out the TV,” was all she said.

By the dozens, by the hundreds, people were crowded around the
monitors that lined the airport concourses. The Response Team
members followed the Ukrainian newscast by reading the English
subtitles. “Breaking news. Tonight Moldova 1 can confirm that there
has been a nuclear detonation outside the City of Mariupol.”

“Oh, my God!” Gasped Kedzierski.

Thibido added, “That idiot’s gone and done it!”

“Hush Scooter, let me read the rest.” Craigen waved him
back.

“Analysts suspect the Russians employed the Iskander-M missile."
The newscaster was a slightly overweight, middle-aged man in a
rumpled suit. He looked haggard. “They are the centerpiece of the
Russian nuclear arsenal of smaller tactical nuclear devices, fired
from mobile launchers and have a range of approximately 300 miles.
Estimates are that the smallest yield of these missiles is
approximately one- third that of the atomic bomb dropped on
Hiroshima, Japan, during WWII.”

An announcement came blaring over the airport loudspeakers.
"Attention all passengers, attention all passengers. All flights in
and out of Chişinău International Airport have been temporarily
suspended. I repeat, all flights in and out of Chişinău
International Airport have been temporarily suspended. Please move
in an orderly fashion to the ticket counter to receive a voucher
for compensation. I repeat, all flights in and out of Chişinău
International Airport have been temporarily suspended due to
international security threats.” The message was repeated several
times in many different languages.

Craigen knew he had to think quickly. “Curly, take your
apprentice head back to the hotel ASAP. Try to re-book our rooms.
There’s going to be a lot of folks looking for a place to sleep
tonight.” He tuned to Bolanger, “Dee, Scooter, I need both your
duets to go over and see if we can get our checked luggage back.
I’ll head to the ticket counter and see if I can book us another
flight.” Craigen knew his odds were slim. A nuclear attack! He
checked his sat phone, "Good, my phone’s still working. We meet
back up at the hotel unless I call you and tell you I’ve got
another flight… I’ve got to call HQ.”

“Travis, wait.” Kedzierski used his first name to get his
attention. It worked. Her hand was on his arm.

Craigen's expression was troubled, jaw muscles twitching, stress
lines creasing his face, eyebrows knit together in
concentration.

"We should check in first." She meant, check in with Jesus.

Craigen grunted. “C’mon, pull it in everyone.” All seven members
of the PIRA choir joined hands in a tight circle. A momentary soap
bubble of silence and peace with the throngs of airport passengers
rushing past. What can I possibly say
now?

"Heavenly father…" Craigen's voice trailed off. He hesitated,
then found courage and began again. "Heavenly Father, we're in
trouble. We need your help, and we can't do this without you. I
don't understand how you can look upon the foolish decisions we
make down here, but we beg your forgiveness as we pray for the
souls of those lives that have been taken by this terrible war. For
all those that have suffered, especially the children. Please have
mercy on my team, Father, and just help us make it back home
safely. We ask all this in Jesus' name. Amen."

“Amen.” The group intoned, and then split up to tackle their
assignments.

~

The airport closure resulted in a mass of people seeking shelter
and they'd been too late to re-book the same hotel rooms. However,
some fast talking made it possible for all seven members of the
PIRA choir to sleep together in a single suite. Craigen felt lucky
to get even this on such short notice. Now, as they spread out on
the floor, the Team had a chance to decompress and discuss the
day's events.

“The Russians have a doctrine of ‘escalate to de-escalate,'
which means we might not have entered WWIII." Bolanger rolled out
some blankets on the floor and placed her backpack for use as a
pillow.

“Not since Hiroshima and Nagasaki have atomic weapons been used
in war,” Kedzierski sat on the edge of the narrow bed, rummaging
aimlessly in her shower kit for something she needed. She dropped
her hands down in her lap in exasperation. “I can’t stop thinking
about it. They’re going to start shooting ICBMs at each other. The
whole world will be destroyed. It’s the end of days.”

“Not necessarily,” Bolanger tread carefully, because she’d come
to respect the depth of Kedzierski’s religious beliefs, even if she
didn’t share them. “What remains to be seen is NATO’s response. The
reports I'm seeing say that Putin detonated the warhead over the
ocean, near the City of Mariupol, which lies on the north coast of
the Sea of Azov. The fact that he didn't hit a densely populated
area like

Kyiv leads me to believe Putin wants to send a message. He's
serious, but he doesn't really want a global war.”

“Looky-here Dee," Thibido was sitting on the floor with his back
against the wall, knees drawn up, and resting his head on his
folded arms. He wore a mask of concern. Worry etched deep lines
into a face more accustomed to displaying his easy grin, rather
than the terror he seemed to be confronting now. "You're too young
to remember. In fact, I think except for Curly, and maybe Rattle,
you're all too young to remember the way it used to be. We all grew
up during the Cold War. Back then, everybody figured that some
idiot would touch off the big one, and that would be that. The end
of all life on earth. Now it's gone and happened, and I'm just
waiting," he blew out a long slow breath to calm his nerves.
"Waiting for the whole world to burn up."

Craigen tried to change the subject, but everything seemed to
revolve around the nuclear attack. “Did you say it was over the
ocean, not on top of Mariupol? Are you sure?”

“I can’t be sure about anything,” Bolanger confessed. “The news
services are full of wild rumors, and a lot of the internet sites
are spotty, at best.”

“I can’t get through on the sat phone either.” Craigen gestured
dismissively at the device that lay next to his bedroll. “I think
they shut down the satellite service.”

Bolanger nodded, “I know for sure that the US has gone to DEFCON
2, and some sites are even saying DEFCON 1. They've probably cut
satellite connection as part of the protocol.”

“What’s DEFCON 1?” Kedzierski asked.

Bolanger pursed her lips and looked out of the corner of her eye
in Kedzierski’s direction. “Um… it’s basically a cocked pistol,
maximum readiness, with a potentially immediate response.”

Kedzierski dropped her head to her chest and raised her hands to
the sky, "The seal has been opened, come Abba! We await your
Parousia." Tears streamed down her face as she was overcome with
emotion.

Craigen moved to take a seat beside her and put an arm across
her shoulders. “Amen.”

Kedzierski turned to him and buried her face in his chest. "I
just want you all to know how much I love each and every one of
you," she sobbed.

Craigen folded her into his arms. “We love you too, Curly. We
love you too.”

Kedzierski settled down after a few minutes. She straightened up
and wiped away tears, making an effort to brush back her unruly
hair. “I’m sorry. I’m OK now. It’s just been a long day.”

The sat phone rang.

Craigen scrambled to get back to it. “Chief! We've been trying
to get a hold of you. What's going on?"

~

"Putin's strategy backfired on him." The PIRA Operations Officer
brought Craigen up to date. “He’s united the whole world against
Russia.”

“After what we’ve seen,” Craigen responded, “I don’t think Putin
cares one bit what the world thinks about him.”

"Well, he's going to care now, Rattle." “Why?”

“Because China’s come out against him …hard.”

Craigen knew that the way the Operations Officer emphasized the
word indicated a major development. So he switched open the speaker
on the phone so the whole team could hear it.

“China’s stopped all economic activity with Russia, including
oil and gas purchases as well as access to all capital markets
until all Russian forces withdraw from Ukraine.”

“So the war’s over?” Craigen asked hopefully.

"No, it's not that straightforward, unfortunately." The OPS
Officer explained, "The nuclear detonation caused the few Ukrainian
forces defending Mariupol to surrender immediately. The Russians
now have complete control over what remains of that city."

“We’d heard they bombed it nearly to rubble already,”

“You heard right, Rattle.” The Operations Officer agreed, "But
what came next was worse. Putin began making incendiary comments
about how he would do the same thing to Kharkiv, and then to Kyiv,
if NATO didn't remove the No-Fly Zone. Then he called for the
immediate surrender of all Ukrainian forces." There was a pause as
the Operations Officer took a deep breath and then released it in a
long sigh. “Words can’t begin to describe how frightened we’ve all
been. Zelenskyy’s government agreed to make concessions, and
they’re still at the negotiating table with the Russians right
now.”

Craigen shook his head, “What do they hope to gain now that the
Chinese have come out against them? I thought they were demanding
that the Russians leave Ukraine immediately?”

“They did demand that, but Putin’s just not leaving!” The
Operations Officer sounded exasperated, “He got NATO to lift their
No-Fly Zone right away, but if the Chinese hadn’t stepped in, Putin
would probably have taken over the whole country. As it stands, we
think he's trying to at least carve out the eastern sections of
Ukraine so he can claim that his war was not a complete failure.
The whole thing's a catastrophe."

Craigen nodded and looked around the tiny hotel room to see if
his team had any further questions. They seemed satisfied by the
explanation, so he redirected the conversation towards more
immediate concerns. "Chief, the airports are closed here. What's
the plan to get us back home?"

“The European airports are just beginning to open back up to
civilian travel. So you’re going to be stuck there for at least a
couple more days. Can you handle that?”

"Yeah, we're a little cramped here, but we're together and
safe," Craigen reassured him. "We can hold out for a while, no
problem. There's still a lot of activity going on here in the city;
maybe we'll find some way to make ourselves useful while we
wait."

“I advise against that, Rattle.” The Operations Officer
cautioned. "Just lay low and try not to let anyone know you're
Americans."

This brought Craigen straight upright, “Why?”

“America’s got a big black eye from this debacle.” There was
some static on the line. “Look Rattle, I’m losing my signal, but
everyone’s blaming the US for this mess. First, for doing nothing
to prevent the run- up to the war, then beating the drum to
intervene, and finally by pulling out and leaving the Ukrainians
defenseless. Nobody trusts us anymore. Just lay low and get out of
there as soon…”

The line went dead.

“Well, at least it ain’t WWIII.” Thibido quipped nervously, but
nobody laughed.





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: You
have managed to preserve your team despite the difficult and
dangerous conditions they encountered. They are together and safe.
Your humanitarian relief mission is a failure, and a new world
order is emerging where the United States will no longer serve in
the leadership role. Choose this option if you wish to return to
the start point and explore other possible outcomes.

Option 2: You
have managed to preserve your team despite the difficult and
dangerous conditions they encountered. They are together and safe.
Your humanitarian relief mission is a failure, and a new world
order is emerging where the United States will no longer serve in
the leadership role. Choose this option if you wish to cut your
losses and end this exercise in Directed Fiction and continue to
the solutions page to learn more about how these scenarios were
developed.
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“Are we ever going to bug outta here?” Thibido asked wearily.
The two men stood next to each other on a serving line in a
makeshift kitchen. Thibido was ladling out bowls of stew while
Craigen dished out spoonfuls of vegetables.

“HQ seems to think that Putin will keep fighting even if that
means escalating the war." Craigen concentrated on not spilling the
contents of his spoon, and he made sure to look the elderly man he
was serving in the eye and give him a warm smile. "So we're going
to wrap up here and start packing up. I don't like it, but they've
got enough volunteers here now to handle everything without
us."

"I know you don't like it, Rattle," all Thibido could manage was
a sympathetic nod between serving trays. "I don't like it either.
None of us do. But it's just plumb wrong to use our team for this
purpose.” He waived around the kitchen serving line. Mercifully,
there was no longer anyone waiting in the serving line. “Our donors
put up good money to send us here to deliver and build shelters. We
all know it’s time to go. That’s it.”

Craigen’s stretched for a moment to ease the ache in his back.
“There hasn’t been any letup in the number of people coming through
this checkpoint, that’s for sure. But I’m worried about how the
others are going to take the news, especially Curly.”

“Aw, she’ll understand." Thibido picked up the now-empty pot and
brought it to the sink to wash. "We done what we came to do. We
don’t mind if this ain’t glamorous work. We jus’ as good at
building shelters, evacuating wounded, or serving the hungry. But
we’re a Response Team! We get in first and do the initial
assessments; that's our specialty.

"I'll let them know at the Cluster meeting tonight that PIRA is
pulling out." Craigen stripped off his plastic serving gloves and
discarded them into a nearby trash can, "You get the team together
and meet me in my tent afterward, and we'll start planning to
redeploy back to home station."

~

Despite his size, Craigen could move fast when he wanted to.
Right now, he sprinted down the muddy street that led from the
Cluster meeting to the tents where his team had set up. With
laboring breath, he navigated his way through the thronging crowds
of relief workers and refugees who were clustering into tight,
silent groups. After the seemingly endless hustle and bustle of
activity that defined the refugee station, the stark contrast of
stillness and quiet struck Craigen as surreal.

He burst into his tent door to find that Thibido had already
gathered the team. “Get someone on the internet,” he panted.
“You’ve got to see this!”

“Already on it, Rattle.” Bolanger was holding her notepad out
far enough that the other team members could crowd around her to
see the feed. She had the volume turned up to maximum. “Breaking
news. Tonight CNN can confirm that there has been a nuclear
detonation over the ocean outside the city of Mariupol.”

“Oh my God!” Gasped Kedzierski.

Thibido added, “That idiot’s gone and done it!”

“Hush Scooter, let me hear the rest.” Craigen elbowed his way
closer.

“Analysts suspect the Russians employed the Iskander-M missile,”
the newscaster was a famous personality, but Craigen couldn’t
remember which one. She looked unnaturally well-dressed and
relaxed, considering the gravity of the news she was delivering.
"Considered the centerpiece of the Russian nuclear arsenal of
smaller tactical nuclear devices, these missiles are fired from
mobile

launchers and have a range of approximately 300 miles. Estimates
are that the smallest explosive yield is approximately one-third
that of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, Japan, during
WWII.”

They sat for what seemed like hours, surfing through different
stations to learn as many details as they could get. It seemed like
it was the only news story anyone was reporting on. “What does this
mean for us?” Kedzierski finally asked.

Craigen pulled away from the news feeds. He felt like a drowning
man coming up for air. It took him a moment to re-focus and answer
Kedzierski’s question. “They told us at the Cluster meeting that
all flights in and out of Chişinău International Airport have been
temporarily suspended.”

"What do they mean 'temporarily,' Rattle?" Thibido asked
suspiciously.

“It means we’re staying put until further notice, Scooter.”
Craigen knew they were looking to him for leadership and courage
right now. He wasn’t sure he had it in him. Well,
fake it ‘till you make it, he thought grimly. “Curly, take
your apprentice and go inventory our equipment. What I need is a
list of bare essentials to take with us in case we get a chance to
evacuate. There’s going to be a lot of folks looking for rides out
of here tonight.” He tuned to Bolanger, “Dee, Scooter, I need both
your duets to go over and start consolidating our travel packs in
one place, ready to grab and go. I’ll head to the Cluster and see
if I can get us a ride with anyone heading back to Chişinău.”

Craigen was operating on automatic pilot. I
can’t believe this is real, a nuclear attack! He checked to
make sure his phone was still working. “We meet back here at this
tent unless I call you and tell you I’ve got another ride… I’ve got
to call HQ.”

“Travis, wait.” Kedzierski used his first name to get his
attention. It worked. Her hand was on his arm.

Craigen's expression was troubled, jaw muscles twitching, stress
lines creasing his face, eyebrows knit together in
concentration.

“We should check in first.” She meant, check in with Jesus.

Craigen grunted. “C’mon, pull it in everyone.” All seven members
of the PIRA choir joined hands in a tight circle. It was a
momentary soap bubble of silence and peace amidst the hustle of
relief workers rushing past their tents. What can
I possibly say now?

"Heavenly father…" Craigen's voice trailed off. He hesitated,
then found courage and began again. "Heavenly Father, we're in
trouble. We need your help, and we can't do this without you. I
don't understand how you can look upon the foolish decisions we
make down here, but we beg your

forgiveness as we pray for the souls of those lives that have
been taken by this terrible war. For all those that have suffered,
especially the children. Please have mercy on my team, Father, and
just help us make it back home safely. We ask all this in Jesus'
name. Amen."

“Amen.” The group intoned, and then split up to tackle their
assignments.

~

"Could you explain that again to me, Dee?" Craigen wore a pained
expression, the worry he felt graven into the already deep lines of
his weathered face. "How is this not World War III?"

"The Russians have a doctrine of 'escalate to de-escalate,'
which means they are likely waiting for their opponents to back
down first." Bolanger handed out some blankets to her team members
to shield them from the damp cold night. All seven members of the
PIRA choir were gathered in Craigen’s tent. It had taken them
little time to prepare their gear to leave, even on such short
notice. Now, as they huddled around a small table, they had a
chance to discuss the day’s events.

“Not since Hiroshima and Nagasaki have atomic weapons been used
in war,” Kedzierski sat on the edge of the narrow bed, rummaging
aimlessly in her shower kit for something she needed. She dropped
her hands down in her lap in exasperation. “I can’t stop thinking
about it. They’re going to start shooting ICBMs at each other. The
whole world will be destroyed. It’s the end of days.”

“Not necessarily,” Bolanger tread carefully, because she’d come
to respect the depth of Kedzierski’s religious beliefs, even if she
didn’t share them. “What remains to be seen is NATO’s response. The
reports I'm seeing say that Putin detonated the warhead over the
ocean, near the city of Mariupol, which lies on the north coast of
the Sea of Azov. The fact that he didn't hit a densely populated
area like Kyiv leads me to believe Putin wants to send a message.
He’s serious, but he doesn’t really want WWIII.”

“Looky-here Dee," Thibido was sitting on the floor with his back
against the wall, knees drawn up, and resting his head on his
folded arms. He wore a mask of concern. Worry etched deep lines
into a face more accustomed to displaying his easy grin, rather
than the terror he seemed to be confronting now. "You're too young
to remember. In fact, I think except for Curly, and maybe Rattle,
you're all too young to remember the way it used to be. We all grew
up during the Cold War. Back then, everybody figured that some
idiot would touch off the big one, and that would be that. The end
of all life on earth. Now it's gone and happened, and I'm just
waiting. He blew out a long slow breath to calm his nerves,
"Waiting for the whole world to burn up."

Craigen tried to change the subject, but everything in the world
seemed to revolve around the nuclear attack. “Did you say it was
over the ocean, not on the city of Mariupol? Are you sure?”

“I can’t be sure about anything,” Bolanger confessed. “The news
services are full of wild rumors, and a lot of the internet sites
are spotty, at best.”

“I can’t get through on the sat phone either.” Craigen gestured
dismissively at the device that lay next to his bedroll. “I think
they shut down the satellite service.”

Bolanger nodded, “I know for sure that the US has gone to DEFCON
2, and some sites are even saying DEFCON 1. They probably have cut
satellite connection as part of the protocol.”

“What’s DEFCON 1?” Kedzierski asked.

Bolanger pursed her lips and looked out of the corner of her eye
in Kedzierski’s direction. “Um… it’s basically a cocked pistol,
maximum readiness, with a potentially immediate response.”

Kedzierski dropped her head to her chest and raised her hands to
the sky, “The seal has been opened. Come Abba! We await your
Parousia.” Tears streamed down her face as she was overcome with
emotion.

Craigen moved to take a seat beside her and put an arm across
her shoulders. “Amen.”

Kedzierski turned to him and buried her face in his chest. "I
just want you all to know how much I love each and every one of
you," she sobbed.

Craigen folded her into his arms. “We love you too, Curly. We
love you too.”

Kedzierski settled down after a few minutes. She straightened up
and wiped away tears, making an effort to brush back her unruly
hair. “I’m sorry. I’m OK now. It’s just been a long day.”

The sat phone rang.

Craigen scrambled to get back to it. "Chief! We've been trying
to get a hold of you. What's going on?"

~

“The President’s strategy to flood the world markets with cheap
oil backfired.” The PIRA Operations Officer brought Craigen up to
date. "Putin said he'd use nukes if he felt that there was an
existential threat to Russia, and he followed through on that
promise.”

“Even after everything we’ve seen,” Craigen was aghast, “I still
can’t believe that Putin doesn’t care about what he’s done to the
world.”

“Well, he’s going to care now, Rattle.” “Why?”

“Because China’s come out against him …hard.”

Craigen knew that the way the Operations Officer emphasized the
word indicated a major development. So he switched open the speaker
on the phone so the whole team could hear it.

“China’s stopped all economic activity with Russia, including
oil and gas purchases as well as access to all capital markets
until all Russian forces withdraw from Ukraine.”

“So the war’s over?” Craigen asked hopefully.

“No, it’s not that straightforward, unfortunately.” The
Operations Officer explained, "The nuclear detonation caused the
few Ukrainian forces defending Mariupol to surrender immediately.
The Russians now have complete control over what remains of that
city."

“We’d heard they’d bombed it nearly to rubble already.”

“You heard right, Rattle.” The Operations Officer agreed, "But
what came next was worse. Putin began making incendiary comments
about how he would do the same thing to Kharkiv, and then to Kyiv,
if the US didn’t immediately reduce oil and natural gas outputs.
Then he called for the immediate surrender of all Ukrainian
forces.” There was a pause as the Operations Officer took a deep
breath and then released it in a long sigh. “Words can’t begin to
describe how frightened we’ve all been.

Zelenskyy’s government agreed to make concessions, and they’re
still at the negotiating table with the Russians right now.”

Craigen shook his head, “What do they hope to gain now that the
Chinese have come out against them? I thought they were demanding
that the Russians leave Ukraine immediately?”

“They did demand that, but Putin’s just not leaving!” The
Operations Officer sounded exasperated, “He got our President to
shut down the energy shipments, but Putin would probably have taken
over the whole country if the Chinese hadn't stepped in. As it
stands, we think he's trying to at least carve out the eastern
sections of Ukraine so he can claim that his war was not a complete
failure. The whole thing's a catastrophe."

Craigen nodded and looked around the tent to see if his team had
any further questions. They seemed satisfied by the explanation, so
he redirected the conversation towards more immediate concerns.
“Chief, we’re hearing that the airport at Chişinău is closed.
What’s the plan to get us back home?”

“The European airports are just beginning to open back up to
civilian travel. So you’re going to be stuck in Palanca for at
least a couple more days. Can you get transportation back to
Chişinău?”

“Everybody’s going nuts around here,” Craigen explained. “But
sooner or later I should be able to swing us a ride, no problem.
With all the activity going on here with the refugees, maybe we’ll
find some way to make ourselves useful while we wait.”

“I advise against that, Rattle.” The Operations Officer
cautioned. "Just lay low and try not to let anyone know you're
Americans."

This brought Craigen straight upright, “Why?”

"America's got a big black eye from this debacle." There was
some static on the line. "Look, Rattle, I'm losing my signal, but
everyone's blaming the US for this mess. First, for doing nothing
to prevent the run-up to the war, then beating the drum to
intervene, and finally by calling Putin’s bluff and losing.

Nobody trusts us anymore. Just lay low and get out of there as
soon…” The line went dead.

“Well, at least it ain’t WWIII.” Thibido quipped nervously, but
nobody laughed.





You are the Chief of the PIRA Operations Center. You make the
call:

Option 1: Your
team is being forced to evacuate. Your humanitarian relief mission
is a failure. A new world order is emerging where the United States
will no longer serve in the leadership role. Choose this option if
you wish to return to the start point and explore other possible
outcomes.

Option 2:
Your team is being forced to evacuate. Your humanitarian relief
mission is a failure. A new world order is emerging where the
United States will no longer serve in the leadership role. Choose
this option if you wish to cut your losses and end this exercise in
Directed Fiction and continue to the solutions page to learn more
about how these scenarios were developed.
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Backlinks: Initial Problem Set
/ Landmark 1a / Landmark 2a/ Black Swan
Decision Point

Black Swan:

Conspiracy for US Great Depression

“We gotta sit tight right here.” Craigen’s switched off the sat
phone and returned it to his pocket. “These people are counting on
us. We’re the only relief agency operating in this whole area.”

“That’s what I’m talking about, Rattle!” Thibido whooped, “We
can’t just leave these people.” "What did the Chief say?"
Kedzierski looked expectantly at Craigen. "Has Kyiv really
fallen?"

“Yeah, it’s true.” Craigen squeezed his massive hands into fists
until his knuckles cracked. “Russian troops have entered the city.
Except for a few small pockets of resistance, it’s basically
over.”

Bolanger stepped forward. “What about Taiwan? Are they being
invaded too?”

“It’s probably too early to tell about that, Dee.” Craigen
rubbed the back of his head; it was something he often did when
thinking through complex problems. “The Chief is getting reports of
some missiles strikes on Taiwan air defense system. What I don’t
get is how machine gun guy knew about

that. We’ve got access to the same news networks that he does.
Have you seen anything online about it?”

Bolanger shook her head.

“Maybe them Transnistrian guards are getting their intel
straight from the Ruskies?” Thibido offered. “They’re basically
just a bunch of Ruskies themselves.”

“I wish you wouldn’t use that word, Scooter.” Bolanger crossed
her arms. “It’s offensive.”

“To who?” Thibido shot back. “The thugs who’re bombing women and
kids while they’re trying to evacuate? I don’t care if I offend
them all day long!”

“There’s no call for that, Scooter.” Kedzierski stepped forward,
physically invading the space between Bolanger and Thibido to
prevent the argument from escalating. “Just because the
Transnistrian guards know something about the Chinese invading
Taiwan doesn’t mean there’s some sinister conspiracy between
them.”

Craigen could feel his pulse quickening and let loose a
tremendous sigh to cool the heat flushing his face. “Listen to me
for a minute, everyone. All we know for sure is that Kyiv has
fallen. Yes, the Chinese have started shooting missiles into
Taiwan, and yes, they're dumping the Treasury Bills, but that
doesn’t mean World War III has started. We’ve got a job to do here,
and we just need to stay focused on that.”

~

She might just be my best friend in the
world. Craigen thought as he watched Kedzierski hug one of
the refugee mothers. The woman was weeping and imploring Kedzierski
with some request for her child. I should tell her
that sometime.

There was a crowd of refugees queuing up on the path, waiting
patiently for a meager serving of the limited food supply. There
were no trucks left to evacuate them, and for the most part they
seemed resigned to wait until the next convoy came back with tents
and relief supplies. Still, it was jarring to look into the eyes of
the vulnerable people who were relying on the PIRA team to rescue
them. He knew that every member of the choir took the
responsibility very personally.

“Drive around. Drive around!” Kedzierski called as a group of
about eight military trucks pulled up.

Thibido noticed them too, and sidled over to where Craigen
stood. "Looks like we might be havin' some trouble, Rattle." He
lifted his chin in the direction of Kedzierski, pointing without
drawing obvious attention. "Our old friend's back."

Machine gun guy. Craigen recognized the
Transnistrian officer he’d dealt with previously. “This guy speaks
English, but go and get the translator anyway Scooter. If you can
find him. I’ll go deal with this dude.”

As he approached, Craigen observed the Transnistrian soldiers
climb out of their vehicles, guns waiving indiscriminately along
the line of refugees. Loud voices became shouts of outrage as
soldiers grabbed at the refugees in line, struggling to seize some
of the few precious items they’d managed to carry into Moldova.
Craigen had to fight the urge to run and smash into the idiotic
soldiers. He forced himself to keep his pace steady, took several
deep breaths, and pasted on his best artificial smile. It took a
conscious effort to unclench his curled fists and open his palms,
face out, to show he was no threat.

Kedzierski showed no such self-restraint. She'd become
indignant, and Craigen could see the outrage bursting forth from
every feature of her tiny frame as she pushed her way through the
crowd to confront machine gun guy. Her finger was stretched out
accusingly, and her voice raised to a screech.

“Don’t, Curly, don’t…” Craigen whispered a silent prayer. “Just
back off.” He picked up his own pace and began rushing forward.

One of the younger soldiers pointed an AK-47 at her menacingly.
But Kedzierski didn't care about the message he was sending. She
had business to attend to with the senior officer, and some fool
with a gun wasn't going to get in her way. She brushed aside the
barrel of the rifle and pushed forward.

“Curly, no!” Craigen shouted. But it was too late.

Machine gun guy coolly drew an automatic pistol from its holster
and shot Kedzierski point-blank in the forehead.

“Curly!” Craigen's body was shocked into action, and he began to
barrel forward like a battering ram trying to reach Kedzierski as
her body fell, crumpling to the ground in a lifeless heap in the
muddy path.

One hapless soldier made a futile attempt to block Craigen's
path. Without slowing his stride, he crouched low, caught the
soldier in a football tackle, and then raised him up off the
ground, tossing him like a rag doll over the truck's hood to where
machine gun guy stood. And then he charged in.

Flesh struck flesh with savage impact. Bodies fell to the ground
in a tumble. Craigen rolled first to his feet and leapt across the
form of machine gun guy as he struggled to regain his footing. He
grabbed at the man’s clothing with his left hand as he tried to
open a clear target for his massive right fist so he could rain
blow after blow around his opponent’s head and shoulders.

Machine gun guy was writhing desperately to avoid the crushing
strikes, but it was only a matter of time before Craigen’s brute
strength and ferocity would overcome the smaller man.

Craigen’s world reeled. Too late, he realized he’d been struck
in the head from behind. Rifle butt? He
thought dazedly, trying to clear his vision.

He wheeled unsteadily, barely dodging the next swing of the
soldier who’d maneuvered up behind him. The soldier stumbled
forward, off-balanced by the missed swing, and Craigen
counterattacked, grabbing the man’s throat with both hands.

Then Craigen’s legs gave out from under him like they’d been cut
away. He kept his death grip on the soldier’s throat and they both
fell to the ground. Craigen tried to wrench the man’s head from his
body with his bare hands, but the effort sent a searing bolt of
pain through his abdomen. Instinctively, he grabbed for his stomach
while the soldier thrashed his way to freedom.

Craigen pulled his hands back. They were red and slick. He gazed
uncomprehendingly. He looked up and saw machine gun guy kneeling in
the mud with a smoking pistol leveled at him, and he understood.
I’ve been shot? I didn’t even hear it…

~

Craigen remembered regaining consciousness several times during
the night. Each time, the screams coming from the nearby tent drove
him forward. He pulled his way through the mud, dragging his legs
uselessly behind him and ignoring the electric lances of pain that
shot through his body for as long as he could bear it. It was
Bolanger, he knew. She was screaming, crying, and begging for
mercy. He knew she would find no mercy, just as surely as he knew
what was happening to her. He grabbed another fistful of road and
dragged his body forward again and again until the blackness
overtook him.

~

Something was urging Craigen back to consciousness. It was
irritating, and he raised an arm to swat it away. The movement
caused him severe pain that brought the world into view. It was
machine gun guy, standing over him in the muddy street, kicking at
him curiously with the toe of his boot.

"Are you still alive?" he asked, taking a long drag off his
cigarette? "You want smoke?" He bent over to offer Craigen his
pack. "Oh, that's right, you don't smoke. It's pity."

“What…” Craigen murmured, tasting blood in his mouth. “What did
you do to Dee?”

“Who? Oh, the pretty one.” Machine gun guy grinned and blew out
a long stream of smoke. “I should think that would be obvious, my
friend.”

“Where is she?” Craigen croaked.

“When we were finished with her, we threw her on the pile with
the rest of the trash.” There was no sign of mercy in the cold,
reptilian eyes of the Transnistrian officer.

It seemed to Craigen that he was being slowly crushed by the
weight of gravity into a ghastly oblivion of despair. It was a
sensation of inescapable hopelessness. “Why?” It was all he could
manage to ask.

Machine gun guy took another long pull of the cigarette,
considering the question. Finally he replied, “That’s what I asked
you the last time we met. Do you remember?”

Craigen didn’t have the strength to argue, or even to answer. He
just looked up at machine gun guy, his body growing slowly
colder.

"What did you think you were doing here?" He kicked at Craigen
again. It wasn't a vicious kick intended to do damage. It was more
like the kick one gives to a disobedient dog. It was intended as a
sign of utter disrespect. "You're the big American hero, no? You
come here with your handouts and give to us like we are beggars.
Everyone in the world hates this.” He knelt down and blew a stream
of smoke into Craigen’s face. “Everyone in the world hates you.”

The smoke caused Craigen to cough, which triggered more pain
that caused him to cough even more. He writhed in agony. After a
while, the spasms passed, leaving Craigen panting and gasping for
breath.

Machine gun guy only cocked his head to the side, watching
Craigen suffer with a morbid curiosity. "I shot a boar in Russia
who died like this. My bullet lodged in the spine. My friend, I
think you have dragged yourself farther than that boar did. Very
impressive. But your time has come to an end, and America's time
has come to an end too. At last, this world will be rid of your
arrogant, perverted society and all of your obscenity and
filth."

Despite his suffering, Craigen could not conceive of any reason
that such malice would be directed towards his team and his
country. The question must have revealed itself in his expression,
because machine gun guy seemed to understand his confusion.

"Did you really think this war was about Russia taking a few
kilometers of territory away from the Ukrainians?" Machine gun guy
stood up, "You still don't understand? My friend, the plan all
along has been to hurt America where it is weakest. By working
together, the Russians and Chinese will take away all your money!
After all, that's all Americans are. You're just rich. Nothing
more. Take that away, and you take away everything."

Craigen coughed again, tasting the blood in his mouth.

“The trap is sprung, my friend,” machine gun chuckled
malevolently. “We will take away all your money. We have
orchestrated a glorious Great Depression for America, and no one
will ever have to pretend to respect your decadent culture
again.”

Darkness was beginning to creep in around the edges of Craigen’s
vision. He was thinking about the Chinese dumping US Treasury
Bonds… they had war-gamed that possibility… something about losing
the reserve currency status… he was getting so cold… The last thing
he remembered seeing was machine gun guy crush out the butt of his
cigarette.

~

Craigen was disoriented. He seemed to be looking down at
himself. Get up, he thought. A bolt of
panic shot through him. Get up. Get up! But
the form beneath him did not stir. He felt an overwhelming sense of
terror, as if a catastrophe of unimaginable proportions was
imminent, and that he might be able to stop it if he could only get
this thing in front of him to move. Get
up!

“Rattle?”

It was Kedzierski’s voice. Craigen spun around in a crouch, arms
flared to each side, ready to grapple any opponent unlucky enough
to come within his reach. He looked. Shook his head, and looked
again. “Curly?” he asked, bewildered. “But I thought…”

"It's OK, Rattle. Everything's OK now. You don't need to fight."
Her voice was soothing, relaxed, and even happy in a sad sort of
way.

“Curly, what happened to you?”

“I’m OK, Rattle. You don’t have to worry anymore.”

“You’re so young...” The woman standing in front of Craigen was
clearly Raquel Kedzierski, but it was her as a twenty-something
young woman, not his decades-long friend.

Kedzierski smiled, "This is the real me. The person I've always
been." She came closer and took his hand in hers. "C'mon, Rattle.
One more mission. It's time to go."

Craigen instinctively pulled away. He turned to look in the
direction machine gun guy had walked. "They need me!" he blurted.
"If any of the choir is left, I've got to help them…"

“We’re all here, Rattle.”

Craigen turned again at the sound of the familiar voice.
“Scooter?” “Me too.”

“Dee!” Craigen rushed forward and scooped Bolanger up in his
arms protectively. “They were hurting you, but I couldn’t…” He wept
at the warmth of her embrace. It was a miraculous sensation; she
was very much alive and in good health.

"Stop it, Rattle," she said gently, pulling away and wiping his
eyes. “No more tears. Not here. Not ever again. It’s time to
go.”

“But…” Craigen turned back one final time, his warrior’s heart
seeking victory even now over the foe that had defeated him so
utterly. "You were right. It's a conspiracy, and they're all in on
it. This is bigger than anyone knows. I've got to stop it!"

“C’mon, Rattle.” The younger version of Thibido pulled his
shoulder, turning him again, “You fought the good fight, but it’s
over. Ain’t no use in that now. That ‘ole boy will get what’s
comin’ fer him sure enough. Ain’t your fight no more. Let it
go.”

Kedzierski took his other arm, "There's something waiting for
you now that's far bigger than any of them will ever know."

By now, more of Craigen's friends and family had joined him.
Everyone seemed so happy, so at peace. Craigen wondered why he
still felt so much fear. But he knew these people, and he trusted
them, so he let them lead the way.





You are the Chief PIRA Operations Officer, you make the
call:

Option 1: Your
entire Response Team has been brutally murdered. You have failed in
your humanitarian relief mission and discovered (too late) that the
secret purpose of the Ukraine War was to bring about America’s
economic downfall. Choose this option if you wish to return to the
start point and retrace your steps to determine where you went
wrong.

Option 2:
Your entire Response Team has been brutally murdered. You have
failed in your humanitarian relief mission and discovered (too
late) that the secret purpose of the Ukraine War was to bring about
America’s economic downfall. Choose this option if you wish to quit
this exercise in Directed Fiction and continue to the solutions
page to learn more about how these scenarios were developed.
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Directed Fiction: Scanning the future with scenario trends

A personal message from Dr. Timothy
X. Merritt:

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this
choose-your-own-adventure story. You have allowed yourself to be
immersed in a fictional environment and to see a difficult and
dangerous world through the eyes of my fictional characters.
However, as we know, the war in Ukraine is all too real as we watch
the tragedy and suffering unfold before our eyes every day. By
reading my story, you have helped me develop this proof-of-concept
idea for using fictional scenarios to explore the future in a
process I am calling “Directed Fiction.”

Directed Fiction Defined

Directed fiction is a Strategic Foresight tool designed to
simultaneously consider multiple plausible future states. In common
practice, people tend to view the future with a bias towards a
preferred future state. While there is much benefit in trend
analysis and projecting current trends into an imaginary future,
the reality is that the future consists of a nearly infinite number
of possible directions. The foresight technique of Directed Fiction
enables the researcher to compare competing visions of the future
and "map out" a probability zone of outcomes.

Critical to the process of Direct Fiction is the establishment
of recognizable “landmarks.” As the future unfolds into the
present, practitioners of Directed Fiction will better understand
which imagined vision of the future most closely matches reality.
Conducted as an iterative process, the accuracy of forecasting the
future is increased, as well as the effectiveness of backcasting to
influence a preferred future state.

While there is not a single “correct” way for using the tools of
Strategic Foresight, a good initial list consists of the following

six steps: Framing, Scanning, Forecasting (and Backcasting),
Visioning, Planning, and Acting. This paper will examine just the
first two steps of the foresight process, Framing
& Scanning, which will be employed to transform science
fiction into Directed Fiction designed to explore a specific and
narrowly defined research question.

Framing the Future

Framing is a critical first step in the Foresight process. You
must first decide what subject you are interested in, describe why
you are interested in pursuing it, and determine what tools you
will be using. Framing has three components:


	The Domain Description (this should be
a single sentence) briefly describes the Focal Issue, Geographic
Boundaries, Time Horizon, and Stakeholders involved.

	The second step is the Assessment. This
also has two parts; Expected Outcomes and Measures to Assess
Achievement.

	The third step is Logistics. These are
the nitty-gritty details of the project that include team members,
duration of the project, relevant timelines, the resources
required, and the Foresight Method to be used.
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Table 1 illustrates the general process of
Framing that can be applied to nearly any process.

What is Fiction for the Future?

Absent the divine inspiration of prophecy, anything written
about the future is a form of fiction. Because the future has not
yet happened, it is not knowable as fact. This includes stories
written merely for entertainment, but also includes strategic
plans, many forms of policy projections, and even political
rhetoric. The distinction is that fiction for the future is written
explicitly for the purpose of exploring alternative futures, or
influencing potential future outcomes.

The foresight technique of Directed Fiction described in this
paper begins with a rapid analysis and categorization of popular
fiction novels into one of the six archetypes (Merritt,
2022). Table 2 describes the relative
distribution of thirty-six near-future science fiction novels
across the archetypal dimensions of Growth &
Decay, Threats & New Hopes, Wasteworlds, The Powers that Be,
Disarray, and Inversion, according to their underlying
themes.
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Table 2.

Fictional Scenario

My science fiction novel, 
The Flight of the St. Paul, takes place in the decade of the
2030s. The setting for the story is a world attempting to recover
from the catastrophic events of the decade known as the “Terror
Twenties.” Therefore my research interest is in events that might
take place in the Disarray archetype.

In the Disarray archetype, “The globe is plagued by the
following: endemic crime, social unrest, and disorder, widespread
poverty, ignorance, infertility, violent confrontations and war,
famines, pandemics, or any combination of these" (Fergnani &
Song, 2020, p. 124). In my conception of the “Terror Twenties,” a
form of the “Disarray”
category of fiction, humanity faces a toxic mix of five major
system collapses; a Second Great
Depression, the United States engages in Great Power Conflict with two peers simultaneously, a
Limited Nuclear Exchange, the Balkanization of the Western United States, and the
Collapse of the Education System.

To get to the 2030s, all of my characters had to first live
through the traumatic events of the 2020s. Therefore, the
back-story of individual characters that appear in my novel becomes
the frame for my Directed Fiction analysis.

In this Fictional Scenario, we meet “The
Rattle” Travis Craigen and the Response Team of the Parousia
International Relief Agency (PIRA); they are minor characters in

The Flight of the St. Paul. Craigen has been involved in
international relief missions for at least ten years. He is very
experienced, culturally savvy, and resourceful. You are the Chief
of the PIRA Operations Center and have assigned Craigen and his
team to deploy to Moldova to conduct humanitarian relief operations
for the war refugees streaming out of Ukraine.

Prior to deployments, PIRA employs the same strategic foresight
process described in this paper to analyze the risks facing the
team. It is important to note the critical role that point of view
plays in this process. While this is a Fictional
Story about Travis Craigen and the PIRA Response Team, the
Real World process of strategic foresight
can be applied to any organization or situation. You may belong to
a business or institution that will also be impacted by the Ukraine
War; consider placing yourself as the focal point of view for the
exercise in Table 3.

Table 3. How might these developments impact
you and the goals of your organization (PIRA)?
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Scanning the Future

As the PIRA Operations Center considers the trends impacting the
delpoyment, you conduct a Horizon Scanning Workshop. You reminds
your staff that even in a dynamic and rapidly changing environment,
some things remain constant.


	“The Star” represents PIRA’s enduring commitment to providing

Leadership for the Days of the Lord.

	“The Mountain” is what we hope to achieve by providing
assessments, shelter kits and other relief supplies to Ukrainian
refugees.

	"The Chessboard" represents the issues and challenges the
Response Team is likely to face.

	"The Self" is your personal attributes and efforts to become
agile in adapting to a rapidly changing future (Tibbs, 2000).



Table 4. Horizon Scanning

Scenario Trends

There are literally hundreds of trends that could influence
PIRA’s strategic plan that the Operations Officer must consider.
With so much information available, how can he be sure he is
considering the most important trends? To sort through it all, you
decide that the Horizon Scanning Workshop
participants will conduct a STEEPLE
Analysis:

Table 5. STEEPLE Analysis

[image: image]
Brainstorm Responses to the Prompts
Below

(For this Exercise, the focus is only on the
War in Ukraine)

Socio-Cultural: Includes items such as
population, attitudes, age structure, or lifestyle.

1: How would the War in Ukraine affect Society?
How would this impact PIRA’s operations there?

Technological: Advancement in technology
creates new opportunities and dangers

2: How would the War in Ukraine impact
technological development? Humanitarian Relief Agencies rely on
communication

, transportation and medical technologies to
operate in austere environments.

Economic: Issues such as inflation,
economic growth, unemployment, and interest rates.

3: How would the War in Ukraine disrupt the
global economy? Is it possible that the violence in Ukraine is only
the surface of a much deeper global economic conflict? How might
the US dollar’s position as the global reserve currency be
affected?

Environmental: These impacts will vary,
but pollution and waste are considered negative factors in a
general sense.

4: How would the War in Ukraine hurt or help
the environment? What are the consequences of massive artillery
bombardment, poison gas, or nuclear fallout?

Political: How might current and future
policy decisions impact PIRA’s operations?

5: How would the War in Ukraine alter global
political systems? Some nations are supporting the Western NATO
powers, others are supporting Russia. As a US –based organization,
how might America’s standing be projected onto the PIRA
team?

Legal: In some ways closely resembles
political. These are the specific laws and regulations to
watch.

6: How would the War in Ukraine change global
legal systems? What happens when international disputes are
resolved through contests of power rather than adherence to
treaties, international regulations, and diplomatic
negotiation?

Ethical: PIRA policy is to promote
ethical thought and action, but may there be a potential for
ethical dilemmas?

7: How would the War in Ukraine influence
ethical decisions? During a time of global economic upheaval, might
PIRA prioritize team member safety over compassion for refugees?
How would exposure to the suffering of countless people damage the
psyches of PIRA’s

Probability Zone of Outcomes

Once the specific framing for the project is complete, it
becomes possible to categorize the vast amount of information
available through trend analysis into categories. It is important
to note that the relative value of the predicted future event is
entirely dependent on the perspective described in the framing
process. The same event may be viewed wither positively or
negatively depending on the perspective. For example, consider how
differently Putin and Zelenskyy’s might view the future events of
the War in Ukraine.
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Table 6.

Axes of Uncertainty

Framing and Scanning allow you to create another useful
Foresight tool, the Axes of Uncertainty. The goal is to assess all
of the available trends and to select to overarching, major trends
with these two critical characteristics:


	Trends that will have the GREATEST impact on
the subject you have framed.

	Trends that you have the LEAST control
over.



Vertical Axis: To construct the Axes of
Uncertainty for the war in Ukraine, the level of violence seemed an
obvious first choice. What has more impact in a war than the level
of violence? And once a war starts, no one can really predict the
consequences.

Horizontal Axis: It could be argued that
the second axis is a more subjective choice. I got the sense from
my scanning workshop that there may be great power rivalries being
played out in the Ukrainian theater. This is of enormous interest
to me because it highlights the capability of Directed Fiction to
reveal hidden truths.

Table 7.
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Landmarks: With both Axes in place, four
quadrants are formed. This is where the author imagines plausible
future endstates that might emerge in each quadrant. Like signs
along a roadway, DISTINCT FUTURE EVENTS are
landmarks that provide a map of the future.

Permutations and Plotlines

The number of possible future events is literally infinite.
However, some events are more probable than others. By using the
Axes of Uncertainty to develop distinct Landmarks within a
plausible Probability Zone of Outcomes, it becomes possible to
imagine a limited number of future events.

Limiting the number of permutations is necessary, because
considering an infinite number of possibilities is not a useful
practice. However, it is very common for decision makers to become
biased towards a single trend. This tunnel vision often results in
poor or even disastrous consequences.

Example: Did Vladimir
Putin consider the potential plausible permutations prior to his
invasion of Ukraine? Or did he move forward with a biased view that
eventually proved inaccurate, with disastrous
consequences?

The process of Directed Fiction allows us to build a framework
within which the fiction author can use all the tools of
imagination to visualize and explore the future. A useful output
are the fictional stories that allow the reader to immerse in the
subject to see it from new and different points of view. The
promise of Directed Fiction is that decision-makers at all levels
may use these new perspectives to mitigate risks and achieve better
outcomes. Explore the solution set for the PIRA scenario below:

Table 8: Use the Backlinks (below) to navigate
all the features of the Master Story Diagram
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Backlinks: Initial Problem Set
/ Landmark 1a / Landmark 1b / Landmark
2a / Landmark 2b / Landmark
2c / Landmark 2d / White
Swan / Varniţa Optimistic
/ Palanca Optimistic /
Varniţa
Surprise–Free / Palanca Surprise-Free
/

Varniţa
Pessimistic / Palanca Pessimistic
/ Black Swan
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ning (Specific for this Project)

Domain Description:
- What are the risks associated with the Parousia International Relief
Agency’s (PIRA) response to the humanitarian crisis unfolding in Ukraine?

Assessment:
- Describe five plausible future outcomes; Surprise-free, Optimistic,
Pessimistic, Disaster (Black Swan), and Transformational (White Swan).

- Map of forecasting “Landmarks” that will indicate critical decisions points
for backcasting

Logistics:
- Conduct Horizon Scanning of the vast amount of information now
pouring out of Ukraine conflict

- Organize findings into fifteen science fiction short stories inter-connected
in a “choose your own adventure” format
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