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Chapter 8 

Chaos 

 

October 24, 2020 

Hamilton, Ohio 

Hamilton Lane Library 

 

It was thirteen days until the hotly contested presidential election was finally over, and it 

couldn’t come soon enough for Terresa Ipson. The near-constant barrage of political ads on the 

radio, TV and social media was driving her absolutely nuts. Fortunately for Terresa, after she got 

done casting her vote that morning in the early voting polls, she was boarding a plane to go spend 

the next two weeks in Spain on a work trip. 

As a certified public accountant working for KPMG, she traveled a lot. She had to admit, 

though, this next trip was one she was certainly looking forward to. She couldn’t wait to try the 

many different tapas restaurants along Calle Ponzano and finish it all off with a churro and hot 

chocolate. 

Now if this line would just hurry up and move, she thought. I have to finish voting so I can get 

back home and finish packing. 

She was catching the red-eye out of the Columbus airport to Madrid. She wanted to have a 

full day on the new time zone before they started the new project. From what she’d already seen, 

her work there was going to be a real challenge. A struggling leather manufacturer was looking to 

be bought out by an Italian firm, and Terresa’s team of CPAs was assigned to do some of the 

accounting prep prior to a formal agreement to purchase the firm. 



“Lots of people in line today, isn’t there?” remarked a woman who was waiting nearby with 

her young son. 

“Can’t we go yet, Mom?” begged the boy, who couldn’t have been more than five years old. 

Noticing the woman and her son for the first time, Terresa replied, “There sure is.” Looking 

down at the boy, who must’ve been bored out of his mind, she added, “You showin’ him the 

ropes?” 

Smiling at her young son, the woman said, “Yeah, figured I’d show him how the grown-ups 

pick our leaders. We stand in line, pencil in a name on a ballot and then hope for the best.” 

“That’s sweet. I remember my dad used to take me to the polls when he would vote. He used 

to tell us it was our ‘civic duty,’” she said using air quotes. “I suppose he’s right. I’ll just be glad 

I don’t have to see any more political ads after today.” 

“You know there’s still thirteen more days until the election is over with,” said the woman 

with a sigh. She was obviously tired of it all, too. 

“Yeah, but I’m leaving for Spain tonight, which is why I’m voting now. By this time 

tomorrow, I’ll be eating my way through every restaurant I can before I need to buy new pants, 

blissfully ignorant of what’s going on back here. At least for a few weeks,” Terresa said jokingly. 

While the two of them were talking and slowly moving forward, Terresa could see through 

the windowed entryway that a Chevy Malibu had pulled up near the door and abruptly stopped. 

Two men got out of the vehicle wearing khaki tactical pants, denim shirts and sunglasses. They 

each wore a single-point sling around their neck and shoulder with a short-barreled AR-15 attached 

to it. Before anyone could react, the first man raised his rifle up to his shoulder and proceeded to 

open fire on the crowd. 

The little boy screamed and suddenly wet his pants. Terresa let out a frightened whimper 

before the part of her brain that longed for survival took over. She quickly grabbed the woman and 

her son and pulled them down under a table that was close to a couch. 

They heard multiple gunshots in rapid succession. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop. 

The woman gently held her hand over her son’s mouth to keep him from screaming again and 

drawing the attacker in their direction. 

From their hiding spot, they could see people running in all directions, looking for anything 

at all to hide behind. The attacker advanced toward the entrance to the polling stations, shooting 

voters in the back as they ran away from him. 



He turned around and started to fire rounds to sweep up any bystanders who might have 

escaped his bullets so far. 

Oh my God, thought Terresa, this is really how I’m going to die. 

Before the attacker pointed his weapon in her direction, his body suddenly vibrated violently, 

and he slumped to the ground. A man who must have had a concealed weapon on him exited the 

polling area and put one more round into the attacker’s head for good measure. 

The armed citizen turned his handgun toward the second attacker, but a barrage of bullets 

slammed into him, knocking him to the ground with multiple injuries. 

Terresa could hear the attacker shouting something and moving closer to the mysterious hero, 

when suddenly, police sirens blared, and she heard screeching tires not far away. 

The gunman turned his attention toward the more imminent threat, firing in the direction of 

the entrance, where he must have spotted cops. In that brief instant of distraction, the wounded 

man used the last remnants of his strength to raise his pistol up. He fired his weapon several times 

at the attacker, hitting him in the back. Then his strength failed him, and his arm dropped back 

down. 

Terresa’s Catholic upbringing shot back to her, and she immediately made the sign of the 

cross, praying for the hero who had just saved her life. 

Several police officers came in. One shouted, “Attacker one dead, weapon removed!” 

Another echoed, “Attacker two down, weapon removed.” 

They started to examine the man who’d shot the first gunman, and Terresa bolted out of her 

hiding spot. “He was one of us,” she declared. “He saved our lives today.” The officer quickly 

checked for a pulse, but after a moment, he just looked back at Terresa and shook his head. 

In the span of sixty seconds, the two gunmen had managed to kill fourteen people and had 

wounded another nine. The administration’s fears of a terrorist attack on a polling station had 

unfortunately come true. 

******* 

 

Chandler, Arizona 

Chandler Sunset Library 

 



George Zeeks nervously checked his watch as he waited for the next person in line to move 

forward into the library. He’d made the mistake of thinking he could swing by the library and vote 

early and then grab a pizza on the way home for his wife. She’d been feeling under the weather, 

and rather than having her prepare dinner for their four girls, he thought he’d surprise everyone by 

bringing dinner. The only problem was, he now found himself stuck waiting in a crowd. 

Ugh, when I showed up, it didn’t look like there was much of a line, he thought. 

Once he’d parked his truck, he’d pulled his smartphone out and placed an order at their 

favorite local pizza joint before he walked toward the building. Unfortunately, by the time he’d 

meandered over to the entrance, a few dozen people had shown up and gotten in line ahead of him. 

Crap, I just wanted to cast my vote and get back home. Maybe I should’ve tried that iVote 

app, he bemoaned. 

“Excuse me, ma’am, you can go inside now,” said an elderly poll worker, who held the door 

of the library open for a woman who appeared to be oblivious to the fact that the line had moved. 

Seeing the woman not move right away, a man behind her grumbled something, which caused 

the poll worker to shoot him a very stern look. He immediately quieted down. Then, the woman at 

the door looked up and suddenly lurched forward, shoving the poll worker to the ground as she 

ran her over in an attempt to get inside the library. Just as George and a couple of other people 

began to move toward the elderly woman to check on her and see what the heck that lady in line 

had been thinking, a massive blast wave enveloped everyone. A brief flash of flames was quickly 

followed by a barrage of shrapnel. An overpressure of air blew out their eardrums as tungsten ball 

bearings shredded their flesh. 

Lying on the ground, in shock, George observed small pieces of paper, presumably from books 

and magazines, slowly drifting back down to earth. Some of them were on fire, the embers quickly 

burning away whatever words had been written on them. Looking down at his body, George 

suddenly realized his left arm was missing, and parts of his intestines had spilled out of his body. 

As he saw the spurts of blood squirt out of the stump that used to be his left arm, he laid his head 

back down on the sidewalk and watched the papers falling. 

As the words disappeared before his eyes, he realized that this bomb was doing the same thing 

to his life—erasing what was left of it. He felt no pain. As he thought about his daughters and his 

wife, a single tear rolled down his cheek, and then he took his last breath. 

******* 



 

Tampa, Florida 

Davis Island 

 

Despite it being nearly November, it was still a balmy eighty-four degrees outside, hotter if 

you were in the direct sun. For Seth, this was one of those rare weekends he wasn’t having to travel 

with the boss, and he was determined to enjoy the time alone with his family. No cell phones, no 

emails, just the six of them secluded in their backyard, grilling some burgers and hanging out in 

the pool. Lying on a floaty, Seth closed his eyes and turned his head away from the direction of 

the sun, letting out a deep breath as he just let his body relax. 

Suddenly, a massive plume of water erupted and covered his body. Seth looked up, shocked, 

to realize that his son, Eric, had just landed a cannonball jump right next to him. The wave of water 

nearly flipped him over as he flailed his arms and legs out to stabilize himself on the floaty. A roar 

of laughter could be heard from his daughter, Lily, and his wife, amused at his attempt not to fall 

off the floaty. 

“Got you, Dad!” yelled Eric as he popped his head above the water. 

Wiping the water from his face, Seth looked at his son with a smile quickly spreading across 

his face. “You sure did. That was a huge wave. We got to stop feeding you all those burgers and 

steaks, I think,” he replied. Everyone giggled. 

His daughter joined in, landing a cannonball right next to him and knocking him clean off the 

floaty he’d been lying on with a huge splash. They spent the next five minutes throwing water at 

each other, having fun and goofing off in the pool, before his wife, Dana, walked out onto the 

patio, holding his cell phone in her hands. 

“Hey, I thought we agreed no cell phones today,” she said, frowning. 

Still treading water in the deep end of the pool, Seth looked up at his wife with a quizzical 

look on his face. “I did,” he said. “That’s why I left it on vibrate in our bedroom.” 

“Well, I was changing into my swimsuit, and the stupid thing kept buzzing and buzzing,” she 

explained. “You should answer it and tell them you’re not on duty until Monday morning. This 

was supposed to be our weekend with no work, remember?” 



Sighing, Seth swam over to the side of the pool and proceeded to pull himself out of the water. 

He walked over to his wife, who he couldn’t help but notice was looking exceptionally hot in her 

swimsuit these days, and reached for the phone. 

He quickly looked at the screen and saw six missed calls and several new text messages. He 

also saw several news alerts. His pulled down the notifications first. 

23 people shot, 14 killed at early voting poll in Ohio 

Apparent suicide bomber kills 17 people, wounds 11 at polling station in Chandler, Arizona 

5 people shot, 1 killed at Democratic campaign office in South Carolina 

Car bomb kills 13 people, injures 19 at polling station in Arlington, Virginia 

 

“Holy crap. What the hell is going on?” Seth mumbled. 

He listened to the first voicemail, a message from command letting them know they were 

being placed on alert. The second message stated that they were instituting a full recall, and he had 

two hours to report back to base. 

Seth looked at his watch and saw he had roughly twenty minutes before he’d bust that two-

hour report time. 

Crap, I have to get ready, he thought. 

Looking back up at Dana, he hurriedly explained, “There’s a recall. I have to get dressed and 

head back to the base. There were several terrorist attacks.” 

Seth didn’t wait for her reaction. Instead, he quickly moved past her to head back into the 

house and throw his uniform on. As he walked, he hit the callback button to speak to his office. 

His wife followed behind him. “Oh my God!” Dana gasped. She had picked up her own phone 

and was thumbing through the news alerts. 

She quickly walked over to the nightstand, grabbed the TV controller and turned it on. The 

screen lit up while Seth was throwing on a fresh pair of Tommy Johns and his ACU trousers. 

The images that flashed on the screen were horrific. Torn and bloody bodies from the terrorist 

attacks were splashed across the news as several talking heads dissected what had happened. 

Seth saw the concern written on his wife’s face, and he knew he needed to reassure her. He 

hated to leave her and the kids at a time like this; they’d be scared and concerned. But he also 

knew he had a job to do, and that meant he had to head to the base. 



“Hey. It’ll be OK, all right?” he said as he put his arms around her shoulders reassuringly. 

“These attacks weren’t nearby. We’re safe, OK?” 

She nodded her head and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Just stay safe and call me when 

you can,” Dana said. “Let us know when you’ll be back or if you’re going to be gone for a little 

while.” 

Nodding, Seth sat down next to her and wrapped his arms around her. He held her tight for a 

moment before he bent his head down and kissed the top of her head. “It’ll be OK. Just order pizza 

or something and stay in for the weekend. This place is safe,” he said. 

She looked at him with tears welling up in her eyes. “I know you need to leave like the super 

soldier that you are…but I don’t feel safe,” she said. “That attack in Arlington—it was at the library 

that we used to take the kids to. I know that library. We may know some of the people who were 

killed…” 

Biting his lower lip, Seth just nodded. He knew a lot of people in that area too. “I know. If I 

find out who was injured before they release it in the media and it’s someone we know, I’ll call 

you, OK? I do need to get going. I’m really sorry, babe.” 

She nodded and let go of him. “Just call me if you’re not coming home tonight or going to be 

late, OK? The kids will want to know where you are.” 

“Will do,” he responded. He started walking toward the corner of the closet that held his go 

bag with a few days’ worth of clothes in case the boss sent him somewhere. As he picked it up, he 

turned back to Dana and said, “I love you.” 

At that time of day on a Saturday, there was almost no traffic, so it only took him fifteen 

minutes to drive the short distance to the base, find a parking spot and start walking into the 

building. As he approached the turnstiles, Seth saw that a line had already formed as soldiers, 

sailors, Marines and airmen were rushing to return to duty. It took a few minutes to shuffle through 

that gaggle and officially get inside the building. 

As soon as he entered, he quickly noticed it was a madhouse. The military police who guarded 

the facility were wearing full combat loads, sporting body armor and M4s. 

The threat level for the base must have been bumped up to Delta, he thought. 

He made his way past the security checkpoint and headed to the boss’s office. As he entered 

the commander’s little section, Seth saw his two junior captains, along with the rest of the staff, 

already present. 



“Sorry I’m late. Had the phone on vibrate while I was out in the pool with the kids,” he offered 

quietly to a few of them. 

“Eh, no worries, sir,” Captain Tulips said. “It’s not like anyone could have predicted today’s 

events. Let me get you up to speed on what’s going on. The general is still heading back to the 

base. He was apparently out on a charter fishing boat with some friends when the alert went out. 

The Coast Guard sent a helicopter to fetch him.” The captain guided him toward a small table on 

the side of their workspaces. 

Shaking his head at what was going on, Seth asked, “Is the deputy commander here? Does he 

know what’s happening?” 

Captain Tulips nodded. “Yes. He’s down in the Situation Room right now. Homeland and the 

NSA called an emergency meeting maybe twenty minutes ago. Colonel Budds is in the meeting 

with him. He said he’d brief you and the others on what he learns when he gets back.” 

Seth sighed in relief. “Good. At least we’ll be able to get the CG up to speed when he arrives. 

I’m kicking myself for having left my phone on vibrate. My wife was insistent about us having a 

‘family day’ today.” 

“No worries, sir. You’re here now, so let me fill you in. A few minutes after the first attack 

happened, the Pentagon sent out a flash message, moving all the bases to Threat Condition Charlie. 

When the subsequent car bomb and suicide bomb went off, the boss called in and said to issue a 

full recall for the command. I think the Wing commander on the base and CENTCOM did the 

same once we made the call, just to be sure. Roughly ten minutes later, the Pentagon sent out a 

flash message raising the threat condition level to Delta for all CONUS facilities. It’s good you 

got on base when you did, because it’s going to be a pain in the butt to get on right now.” 

“Man, what the hell is going on? Do we even know yet?” Seth asked, trying not to get 

distracted by the news reports being splashed across the TVs mounted on the walls in the office. 

“At first it looked like an isolated incident. Then a second attack materialized, then a third. 

Then we got reports of a suicide bomber hitting one, and then a car bomb hit another. I think what 

scared the Pentagon was that several people filmed the attacks and the immediate aftermath. Those 

videos were uploaded to Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, Facebook, and YouTube, all with different 

captions.” 

Captain Tulips showed Seth a couple of the videos. “If you look at this one, for instance, this 

is one where two gunmen opened fire on the people at the voting station. In one upload, the caption 



reads, ‘Antifa Members Open Fire on Early Voters in Conservative-Leaning Districts.’ You can 

see just how fiery the comment thread is here. Conservatives were outraged that liberals would 

resort to violence to keep President Sachs from winning, and many of the liberal comments, while 

not at all happy about the attacks, claim that the conservative party is truly the party of violence 

and hate.” 

Seth was appalled by what he saw and the implications of what it all meant. His immediate 

reaction was that Antifa had finally crossed the line, but then he remembered Tulips said multiple 

versions of the same video with different captions were popping up. 

Tulips handed him a tablet. “This is the same shooting incident, only the caption reads, ‘Black 

Lives Matter Thugs Kill White Voters in Conservative-Voting District.’ It’s the same incident, sir, 

but completely different messages aimed at different audiences, targeting the specific newsfeeds 

people are following.” 

Captain Tulips directed his attention back to the desktop screen. “Look at this,” he said. “This 

is the car bomb attack. You can see the beat-up pickup truck with a rebel flag on it, pulling up to 

the library where everyone was in line to vote. The driver parks the truck, then hops into another 

vehicle and speeds away. The truck then blows up less than sixty seconds later. Now, look at the 

caption of the video: ‘KKK Member Blows up Car Bomb at Polling Station in Predominantly 

Black Neighborhood.’ Then the next window shows the exact same attack, but this time the caption 

reads, ‘Antigovernment III Percent Group Detonates Car Bomb at Early Voting Center in 

Democratic Stronghold.’ Again, same attack, different caption. These were targeted to different 

demographics, newsfeeds, and social media groups.” 

Waving his hand at the TV, Tulips decried, “Even the mainstream media is falling for it. CNN 

ran with the video that this was an attack by the III Percent group against Democrats, while Fox 

News ran with the Antifa attack against conservatives. You don’t even want to see how fast this is 

spreading across Twitter, Facebook, and the other social media platforms, sir. It’s crazy.” Tulips 

shook his head in dismay. 

Sitting back in his chair, Seth was stunned. Then he was angry. He couldn’t believe something 

like this was happening inside his country. They were less than three weeks away from the general 

election. 

Turning back to face Captain Tulips, Seth said, “We need to find out who’s orchestrating this. 

Let me know when the boss arrives. I need to make some calls.” Then he got up and quickly headed 



to his desk. He needed to get on his JWICS terminal and get in touch with some folks back at 

Langley. He had a hunch, and he needed their help in tracking it down. 

It took Seth several tries, but he eventually got through to the man he was looking for. “Trevor, 

it’s Seth Mitchell down at SOCOM. I need to talk,” he told his friend. 

“Seth, this is a really bad time. Can we talk in a couple of days?” asked Trevor. He was clearly 

dealing with a crisis on his own side of the line. 

“This is important, Trevor,” Seth insisted. “We’re reviewing the various videos and the 

different captions of the terrorist attacks. I need to know if you guys have been able to determine 

where the servers are that these videos are being shared from, and if they’re being shotgunned out 

by a host of bots.” 

There was a pause on the other end. Seth almost asked if the line had been disconnected when 

his friend spoke up. “We’re still verifying those points, Seth. Is this a secure line?” 

Pulling the phone away for a second, Seth saw the yellow tape on it and moved the receiver 

back to the side of his face. “Yeah, I called you from the JWICS phone,” he replied. “What are 

you guys seeing so far? The boss is on his way here shortly, and I need to have something to tell 

him.” 

There was another short pause. “It’s bad, Seth. The videos were initially uploaded to the social 

media platforms here in the US on our networks, but once they were online, they were shared to 

several server farms in China, Russia, Eastern Europe and the Balkans. From there, literally tens 

of thousands of bots began sharing them across nearly every group and social media feed in the 

US. In less than five minutes, the various versions of the videos had been shared more than one 

million times. In thirty minutes, that number had climbed to thirty-two million. Now they’re 

spreading across the globe. The news media in Russia is reporting one version, while the BBC in 

London is reporting a completely different version with the same video. It’s complete chaos, Seth.” 

Pausing for just a moment, Seth wasn’t even sure what to say or ask. His worst fear was 

confirmed. Someone had orchestrated a complex attack on the country and then weaponized the 

outcome of the attack to play to the worst fears of each echo chamber in America. The social 

engineering of the attacks would now spread like an unchecked virus across the country, only 

further fanning the flames of division and hatred. 

“Is there any way to shut it down? Can we stop it?” Seth asked. “We need to get the correct 

information about these attacks out to the people. Also, do we have any idea who the attackers 



are? Maybe we can trace them back to whoever financed or supported them.” His mind continued 

to race. 

“I don’t know, Seth. We’d have to completely shut down the internet or social media to do 

that,” said Trevor, clearly exasperated. “I just don’t know. We have a call with some folks from 

the NSA. If anyone can squash this, it’d be them, but it’ll take clearance from the White House, 

and they won’t have very long to make that decision. It may already be too late even for the NSA 

to intercede. Look, I’m sorry, Seth. I’ve got to go.” And just like that, the line went dead, and Seth 

found himself looking at the handset, wondering what the hell was going on. 

We are clearly under attack by a foreign power or group, but who? he wondered. 

Seth got up and headed over to the operations center. He knew the boss would head there first 

once he arrived, plus he wanted to share with them what his CIA friend had just told him. Maybe 

his piece of the puzzle might help to paint a better picture of what was going on. 

When he walked into the ops center, Seth saw that the room was filled with military members, 

government contractors, and civilian employees, all manning the various computer terminals. It 

was controlled chaos in the nerve center as they began to filter through the various information 

feeds and tried to organize what they were seeing. 

After sighting in on the person he needed to speak with, Seth made his way over to Chief 

Warrant Officer 5 Clarence Moore. “Chief Moore, I need to talk to you,” he said. 

Is it just me, or did his hair gray a bit more since the last time I saw him? Seth asked himself. 

Chief Moore was the senior intelligence man in the ops center. With thirty-six years of service 

in the military intelligence field, he had a plethora of information to offer. He held up a hand to 

forestall Seth’s question. “Hang on there, sir. I need to sort through this first. I’ll be with you in a 

moment.” 

Seth nodded and moved out of the way to the side of the room, so he could sort through 

something with a few of his NCOs and junior officers. A minute later, he walked up to Seth. “OK, 

sir. What do you have for me?” 

Seth explained to him what his CIA contact had told him about, including where the servers 

and bots were located that were responsible for spreading this enormous disinformation campaign 

currently being waged across the country. 



Chief Moore soaked in the information, then nodded, adding, “This is good, Sir. It adds to 

what we’re already seeing.” Before he could say anything further, General Royal entered the room 

and immediately walked up to the front, so he could face everyone. 

For the most part, everyone stopped what they were doing when they saw the CG walk in and 

head for the center of the room. 

General Royal cleared his throat. “Listen up, everyone. I just got off the phone with the 

SecDef. He said he just spoke with the President, Homeland, and the National Security Advisor. 

According to the CIA and NSA, there are a series of domestic attacks currently underway, timed 

to coincide with the election. Accordingly, the SecDef has raised the threat con to Delta and placed 

the military on a state of alert. All leave is canceled, and a full recall is being initiated as we speak.” 

A soft murmur could be heard in the room as the colleagues shared nervous glances with each 

other. Seth thought he saw anger burning in some of their eyes that someone would have the 

audacity to launch such an attack against their country. 

“We’re four hours into these attacks, so information on who all is involved or responsible is 

still sketchy at best. But rest assured, as soon as we identify who is behind this, they’re going to 

feel the full weight of the United States military, and it’ll start with us and this command. Grab 

your Red Bulls, people, and strap in, because it’s about to get real hairy fast.” 

With his impromptu speech done, the boss made his way over to his side office he used when 

he wanted to stay near the action of the ops center. The colonel who normally worked out of the 

office made space for him, moving over to the empty desk space set aside just for this purpose. 

Seth made a beeline for his boss. General Royal saw him approaching and waved him into the 

office. “You look like you’re dying to spit something out, Mitchell. What is it?” asked Royal. 

Seth nodded. “Yes, sir. Have you been brought up to speed on the videos of the attacks and 

the different captions being used and circulated?” 

The general nodded. “Yes. It was brought up during the telecon I just got off of. The NSA 

thinks they have some leads on who’s behind the social media part of the attack, but we’re still 

working to identify the attackers. What do you have?” he asked, obviously aware that Seth had 

probably reached out to his CIA contacts. 

Seth brought the general up to speed on what they had uncovered up to this point. Chief 

Moore, who had joined the conversation midway through, added in what his analysts had as well. 

The informal group discussed the intelligence they had up to this point. Unfortunately, until they 



could identify who the individual attackers were and where they had come from, tracing the origins 

of the attack back to a specific group or organization was going to be challenging. 

******* 

 

Three hours later, Special Agent Leslie Clancy walked into the operations center and made a 

beeline for the temporary room where General Royal was working. As she approached the general, 

Leslie didn’t wait for an invitation to speak. She blurted out, “We have an ID on three of the 

terrorists—the ones that carried out the attack in Ohio and the lone suicide bomber in Arizona.” 

The general had been in the middle of a conversation with a few of his senior officers when 

she walked in. Normally, he would have been aggravated by such an intrusion, but he pointed to 

the chair one of his colonels was sitting in, and the man quickly got up to make room for her to 

join them. 

“OK, Leslie. Tell us what you have,” he said. 

Sitting down, Leslie could see all eyes were on her. The men before her were looking for 

targets—people to go and kill. What she had to tell them would point them in the direction of who 

and where. It was an odd sense of power that washed over her in that moment. She brushed it off 

and pulled out a few pictures from a folder she was holding. 

“Sir, these are the two attackers that shot up that polling station in Ohio. They’re brothers. 

Their names are Enar and Farouk Duka, ages twenty-four and twenty-seven. They traveled to the 

US roughly four months ago from Munich, Germany, using German passports. We’re currently 

trying to figure out how they were able to acquire those travel documents when they were clearly 

from Kosovo and had previously fought in Syria. 

“We also IDed the female suicide bomber. Her name was Leonita Bajrami, age twenty-six. 

She’s from Struga, Macedonia, which is an Albanian enclave and trouble spot there. She arrived 

in the US roughly four months ago, just like the Ohio attackers. We’re still working on the IDs of 

the remaining assailants. I was told we may have more information in the next few hours, 

especially regarding the two individuals who placed the car bomb near the polling station in 

Georgia.” 

General Royal turned to his J2 or intelligence chief. “I have to admit, I didn’t see this coming,” 

he said. “Do we have any idea what terrorist groups are operating out of those areas, Eddie?” 



Brigadier General Eddie Pike leaned in. “Well, the region has always been a bit of a hotbed 

of Islamic extremism. It’s also right smack in the middle of the routes foreign fighters have been 

using to move between Europe and the Middle East and vice versa. Nearly all the Islamic extremist 

groups there have fallen in line with the Islamic State. As a matter of fact, in August of 2014, the 

Kosovo police had arrested some forty individuals for having fought in Syria. It’s estimated that 

close to three hundred Kosovars have traveled and fought with ISIS in Syria and Iraq. I’ll bet when 

the FBI and CIA look further into these individuals, we’ll probably find out they have ties to 

Syria.” 

After thinking silently for a moment, General Royal turned to his J3 or operations chief. “What 

assets do we have in that area, Dekker?” he asked. 

Major General Ed Dekker sported a smirk. “Third Battalion from 10th Group is currently on 

rotation in Constanta, Romania, and Drawsko Pomorskie, Poland. You want me to send them an 

alert for deployment to the Balkans?” he asked. “We could tell them to make plans for Camp 

Bondsteel in Kosovo; that’ll give us a base to operate from in the Balkans.” 

“See which company can deploy to Bondsteel fastest and get them headed there,” General 

Royal directed. “Send a message over to the defense attaché’s office in Pristina and let ’em know 

what we’ve found so far and that we’re tasking an SF company to head to Bondsteel. I want to 

give the SecDef and the President some options. I have a feeling that if two of the attack groups 

originated from that region, chances are the others will as well. 

“Oh, and, Ed, send an alert to JSOC. Tell them to spin up the unit and get them ready to go. 

If the President gives the go for operations in the Balkans, I want Delta on the move for follow-up 

missions. Make sure the 160th SOAR is also en route—they can support 10th Group for the time 

being.” 

The group immediately dispersed and went to work getting things ready for what would 

almost surely turn into an authorization to launch a strike against whoever had perpetrated these 

dastardly attacks. 

******* 

 

Forty minutes later, Chief Moore walked up to Seth, a couple of his senior NCOs tagging 

along just behind. “Sir, if the boss gets the go-ahead for things in the Balkans, I want to send a 

team to Bondsteel. We’re going to need to boost our on-the-ground intelligence assets, and we’ll 



need some human intelligence collectors on standby as we start to snatch up some prisoners. Would 

you back me when I make the pitch?” he asked. 

Seth looked at the eager faces before him. Everyone was looking for some payback, a chance 

to be at the pointy end of the spear. He nodded. “Yeah, I agree, Chief,” he said. “Good thinking. 

I’ll back you on it. I have a feeling whatever happens, it’s going to happen quick. The election is 

only thirteen days away.” 

“You know you could try and come as well, sir,” Chief Moore offered. “You’ve served on the 

teams and you’ve got an intelligence background. We could use an officer who’s a shooter and 

intel weenie,” he added with a wry grin. 

Snorting at the thought, Seth answered, “You’re reading my mind, Chief, but my wife would 

kill me if I left for an undetermined time. She’s still not over my last stint with the Agency. During 

the three years we lived in Virginia, I was probably home for all of five months. She’s pretty 

insistent on me reconnecting with my kids.” Seth couldn’t hide his disappointment. He was clearly 

torn between his duties to his country and his duty to his family. 

Moore placed a hand on his shoulder. “I understand, sir. We’ve all been there. This isn’t 

exactly an easy job we’re in. It’s a lot of sacrifice that others just won’t ever understand. But 

moments like this one are also why we joined. I have a feeling we’re going to need your analytical 

mind on this one. You’ve got some past experiences we may need as well.” 

“You’re alluding to my questioning experience in Yemen, aren’t you?” Seth asked. 

Chief Moore nodded but said nothing. 

“You know that’s highly classified, not to mention it nearly got me kicked out of the Army.” 

“Yeah, but you’re still here. And more importantly, it worked,” Moore responded. 

Seth reluctantly shook his head. “If we go to Kosovo, I’ll make a call and see if that option is 

still available. If it is, we’ll consider using it if the time comes. But it’s not going to be considered 

for just anyone. It has to be worth the risk,” Seth added. 

Just then, Seth saw that General Royal had finished the SVTC he had been on with the 

President and his senior staff and started walking in that direction. Chief Moore apparently had 

seen the same thing and moved along swiftly beside him. 

When they approached the boss, General Royal held up a hand. “I know what you’re going to 

ask—the President green-lit our deployment to Kosovo. As soon as the NSA and CIA identify the 



safe houses and those who were involved in this attack or supported it, we’ll start carrying out 

raids.” 

He turned to Moore. “Chief, I want you to assemble and lead an analytical team on the ground 

at Bondsteel. Identify who and what you’ll need and get those assets airborne now. The Air Force 

is going to have a C-40 Clipper arrive here in two hours. Once it’s fueled and ready to go, you 

guys are to head straight for Kosovo.” 

Next, he looked at Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell. “Seth, you’re going with them,” he ordered. 

“The Agency is sending a special interrogation team to Bondsteel. You’ve worked with them in 

the past, so I want you to stick to them like white on rice when the time comes. I’m not about to 

allow us to be frozen out of whatever the Agency uncovers. You know these guys—you have a 

rapport with them. More importantly, they trust you. Keep me in the loop on whatever you guys 

discover out there. We’ve got thirteen days until the election. It’s going to be pure chaos and 

craziness until it’s finally over, and God only knows how many more attacks they have planned.” 

Seth nodded in acceptance. “I understand, sir. We’ll get these guys.” 

With that said, Chief Moore and Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell split up to head back to their 

individual workspaces to make sure they had everything they’d need, grab their go bags and then 

make sure the people they were bringing with them were ready as well. 

Seth took a minute to walk outside and found the locker where he had locked up his cell phone 

earlier. He quickly withdrew the key and turned his phone on. As he waited for the system to 

reboot, he tried to run through in his mind what he was going to tell his wife. He couldn’t tell her 

much, but she needed to know he wouldn’t be coming home tonight and most likely not for the 

next several weeks. 

Looking down at his screen, he saw that his phone had been inundated with news alerts, 

missed text messages from friends and family, and several voicemails. Putting all that aside, he hit 

the speed dial to his wife’s phone. It rang twice before a familiar voice picked up. 

“Seth? Are you OK?” she asked. 

“Hey, darling. Yes, I’m OK. Are you and the kids all right?” he asked, concerned. He had left 

rather abruptly five hours ago. He was sure they probably had questions. The kids were probably 

scared by his quick departure in combination with everything that was going on. 

“We’re doing OK. The kids want to know when you’re coming home,” she said. 



He sighed. “That’s what I’m calling about. I can’t tell you much—you know how security is. 

What I can say is I’m going to be gone for a little bit. Before you ask, I don’t know exactly how 

long, and I can’t tell you where.” 

He paused for a second to let his words sink in. He knew Dana would have questions. “Are 

you going to be in danger? Are there more terrorist attacks? Are we safe?” she asked in rapid 

succession. 

Seth pulled the phone away from his head, letting his hand fall down to his leg. He wanted so 

badly to tell her what he knew, to confide in her. But he knew he couldn’t. At least not over the 

phone. Lifting the phone back to his ear, he explained, “You guys should be safe. Don’t travel far 

from home, though. Stay close to the house and make sure you carry that Sig I bought you 

everywhere you go, OK?” 

He heard her sigh. “OK. I can keep the pistol with me, but you didn’t answer my questions 

about the attacks or if you’ll be safe,” she said, fear evident in her voice. 

She never missed a beat, he thought, realizing that there were some downsides to marrying a 

woman so intelligent. 

“I can’t say if the terrorist attacks are done or not,” he answered. “As to being sent into harm’s 

way… I’m in Special Forces. We’re tip of the spear. Just know that I’m doing everything I can to 

protect you guys and our country, OK?” 

There was a short pause, and then she angrily retorted, “Damn you guys and your operational 

security. I hate being kept in the dark, never knowing what you’re doing or if you’ll be safe.” He 

heard another sigh. “I’ll tell the kids you had to do some work and will be gone for a little while. 

If you can, you need to figure out a good time to call and talk with them. They deserve to hear 

from you when you have a chance to talk.” 

He nodded. “You’re right, Dana. When I get to where I’m going, I’ll do my best to find a time 

when I can at least talk to them for more than five minutes.” Seth paused for a moment as he tried 

to steel himself, wiping a tear away. “I have to get going, darling. I love you. I love the kids, and 

I’ll do my best to call again when I get a chance, OK?” 

“OK, tough guy,” she said, obviously trying to buck up like a good soldier herself. “You hang 

in there, and don’t be a hero. Just come home when this is all done. I love you…my Captain 

America,” she said. Then she ended the call. 



Wiping away another tear, Seth turned his phone off and placed it back in the phone box. He’d 

retrieve it again before they headed to the airfield to catch their ride. 

Twenty minutes later, Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, Chief Moore and about two dozen others 

all stood outside the headquarters’ main entrance as they waited for the vehicles that would drive 

them over to the airfield and the waiting aircraft. 

Three Air Force vans pulled up to the group of soldiers, who quickly piled in. After a short 

ride, they pulled up near the plane. Seth saw a K loader lifting a couple pallets of gear onto the C-

40. When the vans pulled up to the staircase truck, the soldiers all piled out of the vans and 

proceeded to head up the stairs into the plane. 

Seth suddenly realized he was the senior ranking officer of the group of two dozen soldiers 

loading into the plane. For some reason, it hadn’t clicked with him until that moment that no other 

colonel or lieutenant colonels were part of the team being sent to Kosovo. The closest officer in 

rank that was coming with them was an Army major, and Seth knew he was on loan as a technical 

expert from Delta. It made sense that he was coming with them; he was probably linking up with 

his team from Bragg. 

The soldiers Chief Moore had tagged to come with them ranged from communications 

experts, cybersecurity, and IT subject matter experts to a handful of linguists who specialized in 

the languages they’d be dealing with once on the ground. Seth was glad someone had remembered 

they’d need some linguists. 

Seth quickly settled into one of the leather captain’s chairs. He put aside all the swirling 

thoughts he was having about what he’d learned from his Agency friend. For the next few hours, 

his focus would be on trying to catch some sleep. Their overnight flight would take them to RAF 

Lakenheath in the UK to refuel before continuing on to Kosovo. If he was going to be sharp when 

he arrived, he had to catch some z’s. 

Four hours into their flight, Chief Moore gently shook him awake and pointed toward the 

fresh cup of coffee sitting on the table nearby. “Time to get up, sir. We just got an intel dump from 

headquarters—lots of new information.” 

After yawning and doing a deep stretch, Seth felt like a new man despite only having gotten 

less than three hours of sleep. His mind had been so tired that once he’d closed his eyes, he’d 

quickly fallen into a state of deep sleep. 



Looking down at the coffee, Seth reached for it and quickly lifted it to his lips, drawing in as 

much of the hot caffeine-laden liquid as possible in one go. After a couple of large gulps, he stood 

up and stretched again, this time pulling and stretching out the kinks in his back. His spine popped 

and cracked more than usual. 

I’m getting too old for this crap, he thought. 

Seth walked over to the part of the plane that had a conference table set up and half a dozen 

soldiers sitting or standing around it. Looking further down the aircraft, he saw the rest of the 

soldiers all sacked out in their chairs, doing their best to grab some sleep before they made their 

first landing in the UK. 

“Good morning, sir. Welcome back to the land of the living,” Master Sergeant Nance said 

happily. 

“You’re entirely too cheerful, Sergeant,” Seth replied with a wry smile. 

“Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, this came in twenty minutes ago. We’re chewing through the 

information, but Chief said we should wake you up and get you up to speed.” He pointed to the 

documents. “The FBI finally IDed the other attackers, and they managed to capture one of them.” 

Seth took a seat in one of the chairs and then grabbed the papers. He quickly scanned them 

over, looking for the pertinent pieces of information first. 

Suspect One, identified as Ismail Gashi, age 32. Originally from Srbica, Kosovo. Traveled to 

the United States on a German passport 62 days ago. Was wounded in shoot-out with police, 

received non-life-threatening wounds. Is currently being questioned by FBI. 

Suspect Two, identified as Jamaal Rexhepi, age 29. Originally from Mitrovica, Kosovo. 

Traveled to the United States on a German passport 41 days ago. Was killed during shoot-out with 

police. 

Looking up at Master Sergeant Nance, Seth remarked, “I guess it’s a good call that we’re 

already on our way to Kosovo. It appears these attackers all originated out of this area. Do we have 

any additional information on any other attacks or other individuals yet?” 

Shaking his head, Nance responded, “Not yet, sir. Hopefully, the FBI will be able to get the 

one guy we do have in custody to start talking. Until he does, there isn’t much more we have to go 

on just yet.” 

Chief Moore added, “We’re still trying to figure out why these guys were traveling on German 

passports and, more importantly, how they got them.” 



“Hopefully, someone from State is working that angle,” said Seth. “How much longer until 

we land at Lakenheath?” he asked. He wanted to get a sense of how much longer it’d be until they 

got to Kosovo. From RAF Lakenheath, it was still another six hours and twenty minutes to the 

Pristina International Airport. 

One of the Air Force guys in their group replied, “We’re twenty minutes away from landing. 

The pilot should be coming on soon to tell us more.” 

The remainder of the flight went by without incident, and they landed at the joint US-UK base 

to refuel and quickly got back on their way. By the time they landed in Pristina, a much bigger 

picture of what had been going on was starting to develop. 

Through a temporary suspension of a few laws and an executive order, the Sachs 

administration had turned the National Security Agency completely loose to track down exactly 

who was propagating this information warfare campaign against America. Within minutes of being 

unleashed, the NSA had begun using their extensive power to squash as many sources, bots, and 

servers that were propagating the various videos of the terrorist attack as possible. One second, the 

videos were being shared across Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube—the next, they were 

simply erased. 

The NSA was quickly purging the internet both domestically and internationally of the 

incidents to prevent them from being further propagated and used as a divisive tool to tear the 

country apart. Like a thief in the night, the NSA was deleting the videos and actively tracking 

down where the bots were originating from that were being used to push the clips. 

What was quickly becoming evident in their quest was the number of hot spots starting to pop 

up throughout the Balkans, Belarus, Ukraine, Russia, China and, surprisingly, Germany. As the 

locations were narrowed down, a list of targets was quickly being generated. Home addresses of 

where the IP addresses originating from, along with any tangible link to who owned the home, 

such as who the electric bill was registered to, and who else might be staying at that home, were 

being compiled into electronic dossiers and sent to the Special Forces and CIA teams that were 

quickly descending upon the sleepy little backwater facility of Camp Bondsteel, Kosovo. 

When the C-40 touched down at Pristina International Airport at 0700 hours, a group of 

Kosovo officials, including the Minister of Internal Affairs and the head of the Kosovo Police and 

Security Force, along with the US ambassador and the defense attaché, were there waiting for 

them. 



As he stood at the top of the staircase that led out of the airplane, Seth looked around. He saw 

a string of six C-17 Globemaster cargo planes offloading a half dozen black suburban SUVs, and 

a dozen or so other armored personnel carriers. There were already a few dozen US soldiers 

scrambling over the various pieces of equipment and cordoning off the far end of the airfield for 

military use. 

As he reached the bottom of the stairs, Seth extended his hand to the officials who were 

waiting to meet them. 

“Good morning, Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell. I’m Ambassador Gary Goodman. This is 

Minister of Interior Ramush Ahmeti, and this is Pal Gashi, the Head of the Security Service. 

Essentially, all paramilitary and intelligence functions fall under Pal. This is General Ivan Lluka, 

head of the Kosovo Police and Border Police. I understand you’ve flown directly here from 

MacDill Air Force Base. I know you probably have a lot on your plate right now, but I would like 

to know if you could take a few minutes to meet with us and perhaps bring us up to speed on 

what’s going on. As you can see, a lot has suddenly happened in this sleepy little country, and it 

has caught everyone off guard.” 

Seth didn’t have time to deal with this. He’d just been given a series of potential targets, and 

he needed to get eyes up on those marks so they could start to identify the individuals involved 

and then get the go order to start making arrests. However, seeing the sense of urgency in the 

ambassador’s countenance and the nervous looks by the other locals, he also knew if he didn’t take 

a few minutes to brief them on what was going on, things could end up getting bumpy. While the 

US did operate a base in Kosovo, it still needed their help. 

He nodded. “You’re right, Ambassador. You guys should be brought up to speed. I’m not sure 

how much big State Department has told you, or what US European Command has shared with 

you, but I can give you some background on what I’ve learned. I’m sure someone more senior than 

me will be arriving soon to take charge of all this,” Seth said as he waved his hand around. “How 

far away is the embassy from here?” 

The ambassador looked visibly relieved. “It’s not far, maybe fifteen minutes by vehicle. We 

can drive there. I’ll phone ahead to have the SCIF made available. Do you mind if you drive in the 

vehicle with me while we head to the embassy?” he asked nervously. 



“Yeah, that should be fine,” Seth responded. “Let me just issue a few orders to the rest of my 

party so they can get the ball rolling on some things.” Then he turned around to find Chief Moore 

before the ambassador or anyone else could say anything further. 

As soon as he spotted Moore, Seth made a beeline for him. He was yelling at a few soldiers 

when he walked up. “Hey, go find out if those Suburbans that are being offloaded are ours, or what 

their status is,” he ordered. They’d been told a half dozen up-armored Suburbans were being flown 

in to support them, with a few dozen more on the way. Since they were going to be operating in a 

nonpermissive environment, they couldn’t exactly run around in military combat vehicles. 

Seth waved his arm to grab Moore’s attention. “Chief, I’m going to head over to the embassy 

for a short bit to talk with the ambassador and bring the locals up to speed. I’ll be on my 

government phone should you need to reach me. In the meantime, I need you to get things up and 

running as quickly as possible in Bondsteel. If these vehicles are ours, get them moved to the base 

and start handing out assignments to 10th Group. I’m going to see if I can’t get us a few local 

national security folks assigned to help us. They can probably provide us with a better lay of the 

land and help guide our guys better than we could on our own.” 

“Copy that, sir,” Moore responded. “Just make sure the ambassador and the locals know the 

President has authorized our mission and given JSOC supremacy. We’re here to go after the guys 

that just attacked us.” He had a look of concern on his face. 

Seth sighed. Everyone knew that when the politicians got involved in a military mission, they 

tended to screw it up. No one wanted to mess this one up—not if they had a chance of nabbing the 

masterminds of the attack on their homeland. This wasn’t quite 9/11, but it was still a coordinated 

violent attack on American soil, and for once, they knew where to find those who’d orchestrated 

it. 

“Roger that, Chief. I’ll be in touch,” Seth replied. He pointed to Master Sergeant Nance. “I’m 

taking Nance with me. I may need him.” Chief Moore nodded, and when Nance gave him a 

pleading look, he just shrugged. Nance was obviously not too happy about being told he needed 

to tag along to go meet with the locals. 

He wants to start working on the target packages, Seth surmised, holding back a chuckle. It 

made sense, since that was how he felt too. 

After they’d walked back up to the ambassador and his crew, Seth and Nance climbed into 

the vehicles and began their trek to the embassy. Once they were alone in the vehicle, just the 



ambassador, his regional security officer or RSO, Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell and Master 

Sergeant Nance, the ambassador tore into them. 

“Colonel, what the hell is going on? We’re seeing all kinds of horrific stuff going on back in 

the States, and then I’m getting called by the Secretary of State telling me things are about to 

completely hit the fan here in the Balkans. An entire company of Special Forces soldiers just 

arrived out of nowhere, and the CIA Station Chief tells me he has close to two dozen Agency 

assets inbound. What is happening here?” 

Oh man, we’re going to have to get the CIA deconflicted with us or we could end up tripping 

over each other, Seth thought to himself.  

He took a deep breath before he spoke, being mindful that they were in a car and not a SCIF. 

“It’s about the terrorist attacks,” he replied. “What you’re seeing on the news and social media is 

fake. I mean, the attacks themselves were real; they did kill people. But the captions identifying 

the attacks are part of a massive disinformation campaign to turn the country against itself.” 

Seth explained in broad terms about the multiple captions attributed to the attacks and how 

they were being propagated to specific audience groups on social media. The ambassador just 

shook his head in shock and then dismay at what was happening. 

“So, the III Percent group didn’t detonate a car bomb at a polling station in a Democratic 

stronghold?” 

Seth shook his head. “No, sir. They didn’t. Neither did Antifa, Black Lives Matter, the KKK 

or any other alt-right or alt-left group. It was all straight-up terrorist attacks, disguised to look like 

domestic turmoil.” 

The ambassador brought his hand up to his mouth. He looked visibly shaken. “And Kosovo? 

What does Kosovo have to do with any of this?” he asked. 

“It’s not just Kosovo, sir. It’s the entire region. We just happen to have a base we can operate 

out of here. The people who perpetrated this attack, a number of them are from Kosovo—one of 

them is from Macedonia, another from Serbia, another from Albania. But the kicker to all of this 

is that the bots and servers propagating the misinformation are almost exclusively coming from 

Kosovo and Macedonia. There are others in Eastern Europe and Russia, but those are being 

handled by another team.” 

The color washed out of the ambassador’s face. “What are you guys here to do? What exactly 

is going to happen?” 



“The President has authorized military action against those who perpetrated this attack, which 

will be made public information very soon. We’ll look to coordinate with the locals, but we’re 

moving unilaterally, if necessary, to go after the targets. We’ve got a solid bead on them right now, 

and we’re not going to let them get away,” Seth explained. 

Seth watched the road signs go by in silence for a moment. The RSO was bringing them along 

Highway M9 toward the R7 interchange, just like he was supposed to. Seth turned his attention 

back to the ambassador. He could see the wheels turning in Ambassador Goodman’s mind—he 

was clearly searching to figure out where he fit into all this. Seth knew he needed to turn this guy 

into an ally, or he’d be an impediment to him getting anything done here. 

“Sir, if I may, I could really use your help with the locals,” Seth explained. “I’m going to need 

some serious political cover that can only come from you. I’m also going to need to know if they 

can assign some of their best police or security people to us to help with locating our targets and 

assisting with the takedowns when the time comes.” 

The ambassador just nodded. His demeanor started to change as he realized the opportunity 

Seth was giving him. “OK, Colonel. I can be the point man for all things political. Just let me know 

what you need, and I’ll do my best to make it happen. Do you want me to loop in the ambassador 

over in Macedonia?” 

Seth shook his head. “Not yet. If you can, find out from headquarters how they want to loop 

in the other ambassadors. Chief Moore is going to get the other senior defense officers in the other 

countries brought up to speed on what’s going on. They’re all being told in no uncertain terms that 

they are not to interfere with our orders or operations. They’re in a support function for the time 

being.” 

Before the ambassador could respond, what appeared to be a small beat-up vehicle parked on 

the side of the road exploded as soon as the lead vehicle carrying the Minister of Internal Affairs 

and the other Kosovar officers passed by it. Seth put his arm up to shield his eyes from the blaze 

of glory and suddenly realized that he was weightless. He forced his arm away and saw that the 

vehicle was rolling over sideways. The feeling of zero gravity quickly disappeared as he was 

slapped against the ambassador and then the door. The vehicle rolled two more times before 

coming to a stop upside down. 

When their vehicle eventually came to a halt, Seth desperately tried to shake off the effects of 

the blast. He was still strapped into his seat, dangling. He looked over and saw the ambassador 



hanging from his own seat belt, lifeless. Looking to the front, he saw Nance struggling as well. 

The RSO who had been driving the vehicle was also in bad shape. 

While he was still trying to figure out exactly what had happened, Seth started to hear some 

voices. Worried that whoever had just bombed them might be coming over to finish the job, he 

managed to pull his utility knife out from his belt and cut himself free of his seat belt. He then 

reached up to the front of the vehicle and looked for the RSO’s sidearm. “Shhh,” he said, his index 

finger held to his lips. “I think whoever just blew us up is heading over here to finish us off. I need 

your gun.” 

The RSO, barely conscious at this point, nodded and handed him his sidearm, a Sig Sauer 

P226. With the pistol in hand, Seth kicked his door hard. The noise must have drawn the attention 

of whoever was out there, because someone suddenly shouted something in Albanian. Seth kicked 

the door one more time, harder, and was rewarded with it opening just enough for him to be able 

to slide his body out of the car. 

As soon Seth got himself free of the vehicle, he spotted an individual maybe fifteen meters 

away, carrying an AK-47. The man had the rifle at the low ready. When he saw Seth emerge from 

the vehicle, he quickly raised the rifle to fire. Seth dove behind the vehicle just as several bullets 

slammed into the SUV. 

Moving quickly to the right side of the vehicle, Seth brought the pistol up as he rounded the 

corner. He spotted another man with an AK-47 aimed at the left front section of the vehicle, 

covering his friend. Seth moved like lightning with the pistol extended and fired three quick shots 

into the man’s chest. Before the other attacker could react, Seth had already rounded the front of 

the vehicle and fired two rounds to the chest and one to the head of the man who’d tried to shoot 

him. 

Seth immediately dropped to a knee and did a quick 360 of his surroundings, looking for any 

additional threats. When he didn’t see any, he moved to the attackers and grabbed their weapons. 

Then he brought them back to the vehicle and began to work on getting Sergeant Nance out. It 

took him a minute, but he freed Nance and gave him one of the rifles. “If you spot anyone else 

with a weapon heading toward us, shoot ’em. I’m going to call back to Chief Moore at the airport 

and tell them we were just ambushed.” 

Nance just nodded. He looked to have a broken arm, an injury on his leg and a severe gash on 

his forehead, which made him look like he was in much worse shape than he really was. 



Reaching into his pocket, Seth found his government-issued smartphone. He dialed Chief 

Moore’s number. His hand was shaking as he held the phone, waiting for it to connect. It rang 

three times before he heard the familiar voice on the other end. 

“Calling already, sir? We’re just about to head out,” Moore said jovially. 

“Cut the crap, Chief,” said Seth. “We just got ambushed on the way to the capital. It looks 

like Nance is hurt bad. I think the RSO might still be alive, but the ambassador looks to be dead. 

So is the Minister of Internal Affairs and the other officials who were traveling with him.” 

“Oh my God. Are you OK, sir?” Moore asked. “Let me rally up the guys and we’ll be over 

there in a minute.” 

“That’s fine, Chief, but send a message to Bondsteel that we’ve been ambushed. Tell the base 

commander, or the 10th Group guys, to send a QRF to our location. We need to secure the site and 

get an SSE team here to start collecting evidence. I want to track down who the hell built this 

IED.” 

A few minutes went by before Seth heard the wailing of police cars and a fire truck. Several 

police officers arrived on scene and approached him cautiously. Seth placed the pistol down on 

the ground and waved for them to come over and help him. Fortunately, a couple of the police 

officers spoke English, and he was quickly able to relay what had happened. When a second fire 

truck showed up, a column of four blacked-out up-armored Suburbans arrived as well. A dozen 

soldiers got out and moved over to check on him. 

One of the soldiers was a medic and immediately checked on Master Sergeant Nance and the 

RSO. The ambassador was unfortunately dead. A couple of ambulances finally arrived, and the 

local paramedics came over to assist the lone Army medic. They agreed that Nance and the RSO 

needed to be evacuated to the local hospital in Pristina. A couple of folks helped to get them loaded 

onto a stretcher and brought over to the ambulances. Chief Moore made sure a couple of soldiers 

followed the ambulance in one of the Suburbans to make sure Nance was OK. 

Around that time, they heard the familiar whomp, whomp sound of helicopter blades. Looking 

in the distance, they spotted a pair of Blackhawk helicopters heading toward them, the smoke 

plumes obviously giving away their position. Both the helicopters landed in a nearby field and 

unloaded a dozen heavily armed Special Forces soldiers. Two of them carried some large packs, 

which Seth assumed to be their sensitive site exploitation kits. 



He walked up to one of the soldiers, who rendered a quick salute. “Sir, I’m Captain Justin 

Nicholson, ODA 0311. What the hell happened here?” he asked. 

Seth took a few minutes to explain to him what had transpired on their short ride from the 

airport, while several of the SF soldiers combed the area around the car bomb for blast fragments. 

The local national firemen nearly had the flames of the two vehicles put out. Once they were done 

eliminating the fire threat, the soldiers would climb over the vehicle where the bomb had been 

placed and look for more clues. 

They were hot on the hunt to find the triggering device, any possible fragments that might 

lead them to what kind of bomb it was, how it was triggered, and more importantly, the trace 

elements left over from the explosion that would help them identify how the bomb was constructed 

and what it was made of. Once they knew those details, they’d be able to track down the 

components used and then identify the bomber. If there was one thing the FBI’s Terrorist Explosive 

Device Analytical Center, or TEDAC, was good at, it was analyzing a bomb and tracking down 

who had built it. The SF sensitive site exploitation team would get whatever evidence they found 

sent back to TEDAC for analysis until one of their own forward-deployed labs was eventually 

flown in. 

Seeing that there wasn’t much more Seth could do, he pulled his smartphone out and placed 

a call to SOCOM. He needed to relay what had happened. This whole operation was turning into 

an epic disaster, and he’d been in Kosovo for less than two hours. He was going to need some 

more help, and some higher-ranking officers than himself to help handle the politics of it all. If 

these terrorists were able to identify their arrival and quickly mobilize an IED attack like this, then 

chances were they were dealing with a much larger terrorist group in the area than they had first 

thought. 

It took a few minutes for Seth to get patched through to the ops center back at headquarters, 

but once he was finally able to speak with General Dekker, he quickly brought him up to speed. 

While Seth had no problems taking charge, he was just a lieutenant colonel, far too low on the 

officer totem pole to be able to take charge of a situation like this. After spending five minutes on 

the phone with the general, Seth was told to head to Bondsteel and start executing their capture 

orders. General Dekker would speak with the CG about getting some more top cover sent to 

Kosovo to help take charge. 



With nothing more to do on scene, Seth ordered Chief Moore to get his teams back in their 

vehicles and head to Bondsteel. They needed to get things ready to move on their targets. He then 

went to find the ODA commander, Captain Justin Nicholson, and relay the same orders. Seth opted 

to hop in the Blackhawk for the ride to Bondsteel. He needed to get there quick, and the helicopter 

was the fastest way to do that. 
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